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Preface 


Si Swami Satyananda Saraswati dedicated twenty years 
of his life to the propagation of yoga, and thus fulfilled 
the mandate given by his guru, Swami Sivananda Saraswati, 
‘to spread yoga from door to door and shore to shore’. 
He travelled around the globe many times bringing the 
message of yoga to people of all walks of life, regardless of 
caste or creed. Master of yoga vidya and creator of the Yoga 
Chakra, he adapted his knowledge and understanding of 
yoga to the needs and abilities of people. Swami Satyananda 
simplified valuable techniques and complex processes by 
giving systematic and clearly defined sequences. Everyone 
could understand and progress following the theoretical 
explanation and practical instructions. Everyone was able to 
benefit from yoga. 

Satyam Speaks Series presents compilations of Sri Swami 
Satyananda’s teachings on yoga. Each book explores a 
specific topic, concept or practice. The aim is to provide an 
easy way to understand and incorporate various components 
of the immense science of yoga vidya into one’s daily life. 
For some titles, more information is provided of specific 
conditions or applications, which are for the information 
of the aspirant only and not for practice. These have been 
included to show the depth of understanding and experience 
Sri Swami Satyananda had of yoga vidya. 


_ ap” 


Satyam Speaks Series is a tribute to Sri Swami Satyananda, 
his teaching and to yoga vidya. Satyam Speaks Series is an 
invitation to all sincere aspirants to live yoga and thereby 
make the world a better place. 

Learn from an accomplished yoga master, not from a 
book. This series is a knowledge guide and a yoga master is 
a practical guide. 
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Introducing Pranayama 
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O; whole life is entirely dependent on breathing. Breath- 
ing is a process that we rarely give any thought to. It 
occurs automatically without our awareness. If breathing is a 
spontaneous function of the body, how is it possible to do it 
incorrectly? The answer is that our respiratory muscles have 
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become lazy and ceased to give optimum inhalation and 
exhalation. While inhaling, oxygen is taken in, and while 
exhaling carbon dioxide is discharged. Oxygenation of the 
system makes the body pure, light and active. Unless the 
science of breathing is properly understood and correctly 
practised, there is a likelihood of imbalance in breathing, 
which may result in various types of mental and emotional 
conflicts and impulsiveness. Insufficient breathing can have 
negative repercussions in our lives, yet most people in the 
world do not breathe properly. 


Breath - the foundation of life 


There are a large number of factors that influence our 
breathing. For example, ifwe take a cold shower, automatically 
we must breathe deeply; it is a conditioned response. Yet 
most modern people rarely have a cold shower; instead they 
take a hot bath. Ancient man had no choice. A cold brisk 
atmosphere encourages deep breathing, yet modern man 
spends as little time as possible in the open, preferring to 
hibernate in air-conditioned and heated apartments. As 
such he loses touch with a natural stimulator of rhythmic 
breathing. Primitive man did not need to be taught how to 
breathe properly; it happened as an automatic response to 
his surroundings. 

During bygone days, man was more receptive to the 
rhythms of nature. Perhaps he was not aware of many of 
them, but he nevertheless flowed with them and this included 
the process of breathing. There was absolutely no need for 
him to consider whether he was breathing correctly or not — 
his very way of life was in tune with nature and sufficient 
to ensure that breathing was correct. His active way of life 
encouraged the lungs to work at optimum efficiency. His 
relaxed way of life encouraged correct breathing instead of 
imposing an almost continual inhibition and unnatural load 
on the respiratory system as modern man does. 

Modern man through fear, competition and hatred does 
not allow the respiratory system to work as it should. We 
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take quick shallow breaths, which in a way is in accordance 
with the fast, superficial modern way of life. Compare this 
with the life of a farmer, who generally has a good breathing 
rhythm and consequently good health. His active way of life 
is conducive to good, deep and slow respiration. He has the 
time and inclination to see himself in relation to nature. In 
comparison, the surroundings and way of life of modern 
man does not encourage correct breathing. It is for this 
reason that today most people have to learn how to breathe 
properly. They have to relearn what in fact is natural for 
them. They have to reactivate their nervous reflexes so that 
their breathing becomes normal and harmonious to life and 
health. 

If we stop breathing, then life itself ceases in the body. 
Life and breath are intimately connected. Remember, when 
a person dies, we say that he expires, the same word used for 
breathing out, or for breath leaving the lungs. We can survive 
for a few days without drinking water, a few months without 
taking food, but how long can the average person survive 
without drawing air into the lungs? In most cases no more 
than a few minutes. The ancient yogis were fully aware of the 
importance of breath; no breath no life; breath is life. 


Prana 
The word prana can be defined as vital or bio-energy. Prana 
is the gross manifestation in the physical body of the subtle, 
universal, cosmic force. It is this cosmic energy that gives 
life to all sentient beings. The whole universe functions on 
account of prana. If there was no prana, there would be no 
existence, and if prana was withdrawn from the universe, 
there would be total disintegration. Ifyou want to know what 
prana is, you must understand existence. When there is no 
existence, the pranas are dormant, and when the cosmos 
came into being, it was the result of an explosion of pranas. 
Prana is comprehended in two aspects — microcosmic and 
macrocosmic. The microcosmic aspect of the universal prana 
is in me and you and every object of the universe, although 
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it is in the gross form. We are not able to think about prana 
in its subtle form, but it is convertible. Just as matter is 
convertible into energy, energy is also convertible into matter; 
prana can be converted into action and action into prana. 

Prana is not just oxygen or air which you breathe in, 
although it is present in your body in the form of oxygen. 
It is something like the energy flowing through electricity 
cables. A certain quantity of prana exists in each human body. 
Prana flows in the body on a superficial level to maintain the 
body and its organs. The distribution of prana throughout 
the physical structure occurs via a system of thousands and 
thousands of subtle channels. 

It is said that prana is like a wild elephant. If you want 
to tame the prana, you will have to take as much care as you 
would while taming a wild elephant. There must be steadiness 
and patience; there should be no hurry or haste. Prana is 
the medium through which matter and mind are linked to 
consciousness. Without this vital medium, consciousness 
could not express itself in the external world through the 
mind. It therefore seems logical that control of the flow of 
prana helps to control the mind. 

Yoga says that the prana, the breath and the mind are 
interrelated. When the mind is disturbed, the pranas are 
also disturbed. When the pranas are disquiet, the mind also 
becomes disquiet. When one concentrates on the breath, the 
mind becomes concentrated. When one concentrates on the 
mind, the pranas become quiet. Just as electricity, light and 
heat are inseparable, the prana and the mind are inseparable. 
The effect of prana on the human being and the correlation 
between the mind and the body are fully realized in yoga. 

How to control the prana? The pranas should be con- 
trolled through the practice of pranayama. Pranayama literally 
means supplying and balancing the pranic energy to different 
dimensions of the body. Pranayama should be done with the 
help of the breath. Without the breath pranayama cannot be 
done. Now, during this period, the scope, the dimension of 
the vitality by the breathing exercise, is increased. Prana is 
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the bodily energy. It is the power by which you are able to 
think, you are able to feel. It is the super power in man and 
that is known as prana shakti, the energy of prana, the vitality. 
Pranayama is the technique of conservation and distribution 
of this life force. This life force is a creative force, which is 
responsible for existence and for evolution. 

Prana is not merely a philosophical concept; it is in 
every sense a physical substance. Just as radioactive or 
electromagnetic waves exist even though we cannot see them, 
in the same way, in this physical body, there are pranic waves 
and a pranic field. Now, each of us has a certain quantity of 
prana in our physical body and we utilize this in the course 
of our day-to-day activities throughout life. 

Here is an example to illustrate the point. If the radio is 
switched on and tuned to certain frequencies, it will connect 
with the BBC, Voice of America or another station. Whichever 
frequencies are tuned into, the connection is immediate, 
because there is a link. In the same way, the pranic field, the 
life field in this physical body, is linked with the cosmic prana, 
with the total pranic force. In order to communicate with the 
higher field of prana, one must first purify one’s individual 
pranic force through yoga practices. 

This prana is a part of cosmic life. Each and every 
creature, each and every thing in this world is a part of cosmic 
life. Prana is the force or energy for all kinds of motion. Prana 
is a Sanskrit word meaning movement, motion or vibration. 
Pranic energy is in constant motion throughout life. It is not 
only in human beings, animals, herbs or trees, not only in 
oceans and mountains, minerals and bacteria. The tiniest 
part of an atom has prana. This prana is both visible and 
invisible. We need not talk about invisible prana now. Visible 
prana is manifesting before you. Wherever there is prana 
there is movement, growth, change and activity and where 
there is no prana there is no activity. When we die the body 
dissipates because it has become completely bereft of prana. 

Prana is one item of your total composition and should 
also be dealt with in yoga. If the pranas are agitated or there 
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is a pranic imbalance, there is imbalance everywhere. To 
understand prana you need to know a little about positive 
and negative atoms. The pranas are in the atmosphere 
in the form of positive and negative ions, which keep on 
bouncing, migrating and reintegrating. A balance has to 
be created between them. If you study the science of the 
behaviour of positive and negative ions, you will understand 
the importance of balancing the prana in the body, because 
prana represents the positive energy in the body, and mind 
represents the negative energy. When there is a balance 
between positive and negative energy, then you can see 
illumination and everything is in harmony. 


Pranayama 
Pranayama is an important branch of hatha yoga. It is 
a system for training the different centres in the brain. 
There are two types of breathing, voluntary breathing and 
involuntary breathing. Automatic or involuntary breathing 
happens twenty-four hours a day and is regulated by the 
inferior brain. The moment voluntary breathing is started, 
the frontal brain, the cortex, is involved, activating the higher 
brain centres. Pranayama is a form of voluntary breathing. 

Pranayama is generally defined as breath control. 
Although this interpretation may seem correct in view of 
the practices involved, it does not convey the full meaning 
of the term. The word pranayama is comprised of two roots: 
‘prana’ plus ‘ayama’. Prana means vital energy or life force. 
It is the force which exists in all things, whether animate 
or inanimate. The word yama means control and this is not 
the word which is joined to prana to form pranayama; the 
correct word is ‘ayama’ which has far more implications. 
Ayama is defined as extension or expansion. Thus, the word 
pranayama means ‘extension or expansion of the dimension 
of prana’. 

Pranayama does not mean controlling the life force. 
Pranayama does not mean controlling the breath. Then what 
is pranayama? Pranayama means conveying the life force to 
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every nook and corner of the body. The ancient scriptures, 
however, reveal more about yoga than is commonly known 
and scientific experiments are proving that asanas and 
pranayamas work by stimulating the brain and central 
nervous system. By stimulating millions of brain cells, psychic 
awareness develops. 

Pranayama is actually a process which awakens the dor- 
mant prana, the sleeping vital energy in the physical body. 
It is part of a total system of reintegration, rebalancing and 
reharmonizing of body and mind, a system which purifies 
and strengthens, and thereby eliminates physical and mental 
tension and weakness. Simultaneously, pranayama awakens 
the inner awareness. The practice of pranayama recharges the 
energy in the physical body which is then conducted in the 
form of electrical impulses to all parts of the body, including 
the brain. Pranayama has a two-sided effect. It helps to keep 
the physical apparatus pure and in good order, and also to 
control, regulate and channel the mental-emotional being. 

Scientists have observed that when pranayama is practised 
both hemispheres of the brain are active and there are great 
changes in the brain’s electrical impulses. Further scientific 
investigations have measured the voltage of the energy in 
the body and it has been found that through the practice of 
pranayama you can increase the energy in the body. 
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Pranayama is a method of refining the makeup of one’s 
pranic body, one’s physical body and also one’s mind. In this 
way it is possible for a practitioner to become aware of new 
dimensions of existence. By making the mind calm and still, 
consciousness 1s allowed to shine through without distortion. 

A certain quantum of prana exists in each human body. By 
enlarging the scope of prana we awaken the inner recesses of 
the brain. It is a force or energy which is resonant throughout 
the physical system of man. The practice of pranayama forms 
the core of spiritual awakening. To most people pranayama 
means control of breath for physical health, but it has been 
misinterpreted and wrongly explained. Prana is universal in 
nature. The individual prana is a microcosmic representative 
of the universal system and should not be mistaken for the 
air that we breathe. 


Breath, health and pranayama 


The breath is the most vital process of the body. It influences 
the activities of each and every cell and, most importantly, is 
intimately linked with the performance of the brain. Human 
beings breathe about 15 times per minute and 21,600 times 
per day. Respiration fuels the burning of oxygen and glucose, 
producing energy to power every muscular contraction, 
glandular secretion and mental process. The breath is 
intimately linked to all aspects of human experience. 

Deep breathing allows maximum intake for each respir- 
ation and slow breathing allows optimum exchange of oxygen 
and carbon dioxide. Time is required to transfer oxygen 
from the lungs to the blood, and for carbon dioxide in the 
blood to be transferred into the lungs for expulsion into 
the air. If one breathes rapidly, then the optimum oxygen 
and carbon dioxide exchange is not reached in the lungs. 
If the respiration is slow then the optimum transfer can be 
achieved. This is why depth and speed of breathing are so 
important in relation to each other. 

Many people breathe only from the chest. Others contract 
their stomach during inhalation and expand it during 
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exhalation. This is totally wrong. Before learning pranayama, 
the breathing must be corrected. When one breathes in, the 
stomach should inflate; when one breathes out the stomach 
should contract. Abdominal contraction and abdominal 
inflation should be synchronized with the breathing process. 
Once the breathing has been corrected, one feels much 
better. Rhythmic, deep and slow respiration stimulates and 
is stimulated by calm, content, states of mind. Irregular 
breathing disrupts the rhythms of the brain and leads to 
physical, emotional and mental blocks. These, in turn, lead 
to inner conflict, an unbalanced personality, a disordered 
lifestyle and disease. 

Under normal conditions a certain quantum of prana 
is circulating, and this is responsible for our present level 
of health. When our prana diminishes, sickness sets in, and 
when we have plenty of prana, every part of the body is in 
perfect health. However, the importance of pranayama is to 
enable us to consciously generate a higher voltage of prana 
and this greater quantum of prana can then be directed 
into the higher centres of the brain, via the cerebral blood 
vessels and the cerebrospinal fluid circulating and irrigating 
the brain’s sleeping centres. If we have an excess of prana, it 
can be transmitted to others for healing or magnetism. The 
inner prana can be stimulated by the practice of pranayama 
and thereby increased to a greater quantum. 

Pranayama establishes regular breathing patterns, break- 
ing negative cycles and reversing the debilitating process. It 
does so by giving us control of the breath and reestablishing 
the natural, relaxed rhythms of the body and mind. The 
first practices taught to pranayama students are preparatory 
techniques which introduce correct breathing habits. In 
addition, they help focus the awareness on the breathing 
process, which is otherwise normally ignored. Practitioners 
develop sensitivity to the respiratory process and retrain 
the muscles of the pulmonary cavity, enhancing their vital 
capacity and preparing them for pranayama. The breath is 
both gross and subtle. The gross breath is perceptible and 
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the subtle breath is imperceptible. When the breath becomes 
subtle it improves the quality of awareness. The ingoing and 
outgoing breath should be uniform. It should not be thick or 
thin, broken or in waves. 


Breathing and lifespan 

In yoga it is said that each person has a fixed number of 
breaths allocated to him. If one breathes slowly then one will 
live longer, for the number of breaths is allocated for the 
lifetime; if one breathes rapidly the given number of breaths 
are used up more quickly resulting in a shorter lifespan. 
Whether you accept this idea or not, there is nevertheless a 
great deal of truth in it. 

A fast-breathing rate is associated with tension, fear, worry, 
etc. which tends to lead to bad health, unhappiness. Those 
who breathe in short, quick gasps are likely to have a shorter 
lifespan than those who breathe slowly and deeply. On the 
physical level, this is because the respiration is directly related 
to the heart. A slow breathing rate keeps the heart stronger 
and better nourished, and contributes to a longer life. 

The ancient yogis and rishis studied nature in great 
detail. They noticed that animals with a slow breath rate 
such as pythons, elephants and tortoises have long lifespans, 
whereas those with a fast-breathing rate such as birds, dogs 
and rabbits live for only a few years. From this observation 
they realized the importance of slow breathing for increasing 
the human lifespan. 

A person who breathes slowly is relaxed, calm and 
happy, which is conducive to longevity. A person who 
breathes quickly tends to inhale small volumes of air and 
exhale the same small volumes; this tends to allow germs 
to accumulate in the lower areas of the lungs. Conversely, 
a person who breathes slowly tends to also breathe deeply 
and thereby fill the lungs to a greater depth. This helps to 
remove stagnant air from the lower reaches of the lungs and 
to destroy the breeding ground of germs and the germs 
themselves. In addition to influencing the quality of life, the 
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length or quantity of life is also dictated by the rhythm of the 
respiration. Deep breathing also increases the absorption of 
energy by pranamaya kosha, enhancing dynamism, vitality 
and general wellbeing. 


The purpose of pranayama 


The first purpose of pranayama is to supply energy to the 
nervous system. The second purpose is to awaken kundalini. 
The third purpose of pranayama is to awaken the sleeping 
centres of the brain. 

The control of vital and psychic energy is a matter of great 
concern to any practitioner of yoga, whether he be interested 
in it for therapeutic, health or spiritual purposes. The science 
of yoga is itself the science of life energy, and pranayama is 
the most direct method which has yet been found to adjust 
the energy flows within the human body. 

If pranayama is practised regularly and for a reasonable 
duration every day, then it can awaken the kundalini power. 
This is clearly indicated in the traditional hatha yoga texts 
such as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika (4:19): 


Those who have mastery over their breathing process, 
awaken the fire of the kundalini so that it enters the 
sushumna without hindrance. 


The brain is divided into ten compartments of which nine 
parts are silent. Scientists have divided the brain into three 
sections: the new brain, the middle brain and the primitive 
brain. This primitive brain is the nine parts of the whole 
brain, which are existing but not participating in the 
scheme of man’s life. These areas of the brain are called ‘the 
silent areas’ and their qualities are unknown. If these nine 
silent portions of the brain were operating, one’s human 
faculties would be greatly expanded and they would not 
undergo degeneration. In the course of man’s evolution, the 
silent areas are slowly developing and coming into active 
participation. The different forms of pranayama prepare 
the channels or media through which the energy must flow. 
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Pranayama is a very strong kriya. It is a very strong exer- 
cise for burning. What precisely are you doing? Supposing 
you have a few golden rings which have fallen into a pit and 
it is not possible for you to get into that pit because some 
people have thrown in lots of paper. So, what will you do? 
You put a little kerosene oil and light the whole thing, wait 
for some time until the paper is burnt. Your rings are there, 
easily recovered. Now this process of burning the dross of 
the mind, you can even say mental blocks which are purely a 
psychic affair, is done by pranayama. It is written in Patanjali’s 
Yoga Sutras (2:52): 


Tatah ksiyate prakasavaranam. 


Thereby the covering of light disappears. 


What happens after the pranayama takes place? When 
pranayama takes place then the veil, the dross or the block 
which is hiding the light or the greater understanding is 
completely removed. So, practice of hatha yoga and practice 
of pranayama improve the condition of the brain so that the 
awakening can take place. 
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Pranayama is a powerful tool. It acts like a bomb in 
transforming the human personality. The yoga shastras say 
pranayama is a means to control not only the prana, but 
also the chitta and the whole concept of time, space and 
objectivity. It is a system in which you extend the possibility 
of prana shakti into other spheres of your existence, beyond 
the waking, dreaming and sleeping dimensions. 

In order to reduce the speed of the mind, you have a 
lot of practices. The first and the most important of all the 
practices is pranayama. Pranayama is the breathing process 
in yoga. When you breathe faster you think faster, or when 
you think faster you breathe faster. The other way round: 
you think slowly, you breathe slowly. If you want to slow down 
the mental process, then you must breathe slowly. Everybody 
should do pranayama, which is why in India pranayama 
practices were traditionally taught at the age of seven. 
When one starts pranayama at an early age one goes slowly, 
gradually, like a clock. Then by the age of thirty, thirty-four, 
forty-five, fifty, fifty-five, one can go into higher and deeper 
practices of pranayama in which the breath is held, and all 
the bandhas are performed, and experiences come. One must 
take time. 


Approaches to pranayama 

Prana and mind are intricately linked. Fluctuation of one 
means fluctuation of the other. When either the mind or 
prana becomes balanced, the other is steadied. There is 
an important difference between Sage Patanjali’s system of 
raja yoga and the traditional system of hatha yoga. Hatha 
yoga says, control the prana and the mind is automatically 
controlled, whereas raja yoga says, control the mind and 
prana becomes controlled. 

The raja yogis first control the mind then stop the breath. 
Hatha yogis control the breath and thereby control the 
fluctuations of the mind. The moment the mind becomes 
active, the breath is also resurrected, because the mind 
and the breath are two companions. They live together, 
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move together, fly together and die together. If the prana 
is resurrected, the mind is resurrected; if the mind is 
resurrected, the prana is resurrected. 


Hatha yoga 

The authors of the hatha yoga texts were very much aware 
of the difficulty of controlling the fluctuations of the mind. 
In fact, it is not possible to control the fluctuations of the 
mind. It may be done for some time, but not all of the time. 
Some people do find it easier to control the mind than to 
control the prana. Perhaps a few people may succeed, but 
most people cannot control the mind by the mind. The more 
they try, the more the split grows. There is another important 
point to be noted: sometimes one is inspired, feeling 
well, feeling one-pointed, but it is not like that every day. 
Therefore, the authors of hatha yoga struck another theme: 
“Don’t worry about the mind, ignore it. Practise pranayama.” 

In hatha yoga the practices of pranayama purify and 
balance the subtle manifestation of prana in the physical 
body. At the same time, they activate the pranic energy in 
our system, thus bringing about a balance in the functioning 
of body and mind. Through the other practices of hatha 
yoga, the material part of the nadis are purified. Through 
the practice of pranayama, the energy part of the nadis are 
purified. Both have to be taken care of. 

When you practise retention of breath, that is kumbhaka, 
it influences the nervous system, the brain, the respiratory 
system and other systems as well. The breath and the brain are 
interrelated, and it has also been observed that when one does 
kumbhaka, extra electrical impulses are registered through 
certain centres in the spinal cord. The most important part 
of higher pranayama practices is really kumbhaka, or retention 
of breath. There are two types of kumbhaka. One kumbhaka 
is done through practice; the breath is taken in and stopped, 
the breath is exhaled and stopped. 

The other kumbhaka occurs when one has gone into 
meditation through practising kumbhaka as just described, 
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and the breath stops spontaneously; it may stop at the end of 
inspiration or it may stop at the end of expiration or it may 
stop in between - it has not been consciously stopped. When 
the mind stops, the breath stops or when the breath stops, 
the mind stops. This is the central teaching about pranayama 
in the Hatha Yoga Pradipika. 


Raja yoga 

Patanjali is clear about the definition of pranayama, he says 
the gap between inhalation and exhalation is pranayama. 
Therefore, this means that when you retain the breath you 
are actually practising pranayama. Technically speaking in 
raja yoga, pranayama is only retention. 

Sage Patanjali says that retention of breath after 
expiration removes the obstacles to yoga. Yoga is the union 
of the two poles of energy within us. In mundane awareness 
these poles are separate from each other. In transcendental 
awareness these poles come closer together, and during 
retention the poles come closest together. Breath retention 
must be developed in order to stop the fluctuations of the 
brain and mind so that a more expansive type of experience 
can develop. 

In the Yoga Sutras of Sage Patanjali, pranayama is said to 
activate the psychic centres and to create a condition in the 
brain by which the inherent psychic faculties are released. As 
a result, the mind becomes fit for concentration. Patanjali has 
a special reference to make here, he says when you are able 
to succeed in pranayama then the veil that hides the light is 
drawn asunder. 

Therefore, yogis practise pranayama differently — the 
hatha yogi practises kumbhaka voluntarily; he trains himself 
to stop the breath and thus he stops his mind. The raja yogi 
does not do this; he does just a little pranayama, that’s all; he 
does not do a special practice of pranayama; he does a simple 
and normal practice of pranayama. Then he concentrates, 
he meditates and when concentration takes place, the breath 
stops, as the prana and the mind are interconnected. 
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In the raja yoga text of Patanjali there is no direct mention 
of the ratio and proportion, but in other yoga texts such as 
Hatha Yoga Pradipika, Goraksha Samhita, Viynana Bhairava 
Tantra, there are clear references to ratios of pranayama. 


Jnana yoga 

When you practise jnana yoga, through pranayama, it 
influences the central nervous system. Pranayama is a 
practice in which you breathe in, you then retain the breath, 
and then you breathe out. Now, the basis of jnana yoga, in 
medical terminology, is the sympathetic nervous system, the 
parasympathetic nervous system, and the central nervous 
system. In yogic terminology it is called ida, pingala and 
sushumna. In symbolism, it is the sun, the moon, and the 
spirit. Let us say, for the time being, the mind, the life force, 
and the spirit or atma. When you retain the breath, then you 
are forcing the prana, the life force, into the central nervous 
system. 

Jnana yoga is not forcing the mind; it is not fighting 
with your tendencies; and it is not suppressing your thought 
waves; you have nothing to do with your mind as it does 
not come into the picture at all. You can influence the mind 
indirectly. How can you do this? First of all, you should 
harmonize in your physical body the two forces: the mental 
force and prana, the vital or life force. These two forces 
compose my existence and everybody’s existence. Through 
the practice of pranayama, the balance has to be brought 
about in the spheres of prana in the mind. 


Conclusion 

You have been breathing from the time of birth, all the 
twenty-four hours, but unconsciously. Breath is connected 
with the life force and when you breathe in and breathe out 
the air goes to the lungs. But there are other spheres, where 
this prana can penetrate. The main effects of pranayama 
manifest in the nervous system, and in the subtle psychic 
energy body. The control of breath is only the means of 
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manipulating these finer processes. The breath is known as 
the ‘thread of life’, and depending on its actions the entire 
life process is refined, balanced, or else thrown out of proper 
order. Thus, pranayama means to increase the dimensions 
and the scope of the vitality in man. 

When you inhale through one nostril and exhale through 
the other nostril, at that time you are simultaneously dealing 
with the two hemispheres of the brain which are in constant 
motion and disturbance. If you practise pranayama for ten 
or fifteen minutes every day in the morning, according to 
the system, you will find that you have achieved tranquillity 
of mind. 


2 


Exploring Pranayama 


Pe is the essential energy inherent in every particle of 
the body. Different names have been given to it but they 
do not really convey everything. Prana is the vital life force 
and pranayama is the process by which the internal pranic 
store is increased. It is a technique through which the quantity 
of prana in the body is activated to a higher frequency. 
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‘Prana’ is a Sanskrit word. Sanskrit is a very precise 
and accurate language. To understand the meaning of the 
word prana, it can be split into two: pra and na. Na means 
movement and pra is a prefix. With the idea of movement, 
motion and the prefix pra the word prana is constructed. 
Therefore, prana means constant motion. 

Prana is the living secret behind everything that moves, 
grows and plays its role in the universe. Without prana no 
life would be possible. Prana exists everywhere, in subtle as 
well as in gross things. Prana is not merely the air we breathe; 
air is only a part of prana. Prana is the energy which can be 
taken in through any part of the body, not necessarily only 
through the nostrils and the mouth. When we inhale and 
control the breath, the prana gets a chance to distribute itself 
throughout the whole body. Prana is necessary for both body 
and mind — for the body to make it light and to give it energy, 
and for the mind to create balance, strength and freshness. 


The mechanics of breathing 

Do you know how air is drawn into your lungs? You know that 
it happens, but do you know why? This is important, because 
if you understand how you breathe, then you will know how 
to correct improper breathing habits. 

The breathing process functions briefly as follows. Con- 
sider the lungs to be two very flexible and strong bags which 
can be inflated or deflated as air flows in or out of them 
during inhalation and exhalation respectively. The lungs 
have the ability to expand greatly and also can be contracted 
into a small space. 

The lungs are surrounded at the top and sides by the 
thorax or the ribcage and at the bottom by a very important 
flat muscle called the diaphragm. The diaphragm separates 
the abdomen from the lungs. The lungs are not fixed to the 
diaphragm or the ribcage but they nevertheless closely follow 
any change in shape of this enclosure. 

If the ribs expand and the diaphragm moves downwards 
due to muscular action, then there is a tendency for a 
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vacuum to be created between the outside of the lungs and 
the enclosure. Since a vacuum is not normally tolerated in 
nature the lungs automatically expand to fill it. They expand 
in such a way as to assume the same shape as the enclosure. 
In this way air is drawn into the lungs and inhalation takes 
place. Similarly, when the ribs contract, and the diaphragm 
moves upwards due to release of muscular contraction, then 
the lungs are squeezed. This pushes air out of the lungs. 
Exhalation takes place. This is the operation of breathing. 
The more the lungs are expanded and contracted, the deeper 
will be the breathing. 


Breathing capacities 

A person who is reasonably relaxed and sitting inhales and 
exhales approximately half a litre of air (this is called tidal 
volume in physiology) at a time. Now if that same person 
expanded his chest and abdomen to the maximum that is 
possible and thereby drew more air into the lungs, it would 
be possible for him to draw in approximately five to six 
litres. This is over and above the normal half litre that can 
be inhaled. This extra volume of air that can be inhaled is 
known as the inspiratory reserve volume in physiology. If after 
normal expiration the chest and abdomen are contracted as 
much as is comfortably possible, then it is possible to expel 
an extra one and a half litres of air from the lungs, over and 
above the half litre that is exhaled during normal respiration. 
This is referred to as expiratory reserve volume. There is also 
some air that will remain in the lungs even after the deepest 
exhalation. This is due to the fact that the lungs can never 
be fully deflated; the lungs can never be squeezed sufficiently 
by the chest and the diaphragm to remove all the air. This is 
known as the residual volume. It is generally in the order of 
one and a half litres. 

Most people while sitting breathe less than half a litre 
of air and so their lung usage is actually a lot less than their 
capacity. It is for this reason that learning to breathe properly 
is so important. 
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Breathing, circulation and oxidation 

Blood circulates continuously through our body through the 
circulatory system. There is a network of blood circulating 
channels through our whole body. These are thin blood 
capillaries, thinner even than a hair. The walls of these 
capillaries are extremely thin and porous. The blood passes 
through these walls and reaches the tissues. The tissues take 
life-giving matter from it and throw out their own refuse 
into the blood channels. In this way oxygen passes on to the 
tissues and carbon dioxide produced by oxidation takes its 
place and is left in the blood. Thus, blood returns to the heart 
carrying all the impurities of the system. The heart again 
pumps it out through small channels to the lungs where fresh 
air comes in contact with the lung tissues. Carbon dioxide is 
exhaled and oxygen is absorbed from the fresh air. 

Every change in our body is a result of continuous 
chemical changes taking place in an infinite number of cells 
in the body. Whenever a muscle contracts or glands secrete, 
or even when we think of something, there is a chemical 
change in the corresponding organs of the body. By chemical 
changes we mean the process of oxidation. Oxygen that 
pervades the body, along with blood, combines with the 
compounds coming into contact with it and splits them up. 
This process also leads to the production of waste matters 
that are completely useless for our system and it becomes 
necessary to throw them out. These pass on as impure blood 
to the lungs through the heart. From there they come out of 
our body with our breath through the air passages. This is 
the process of oxidation in a nutshell. 


Breathing and the brain 

The two hemispheres of the brain which are connected with 
the two nostrils are related to the sympathetic and parasym- 
pathetic nervous systems. When you practise pranayama, 
you are creating an influence, an impression on the two 
hemispheres of the brain, thereby you are creating balance 
between the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous 


21 


systems. When there is harmony in the nervous system and 
when there is harmony in the brain, the mind separates itself 
from the senses. The right nostril corresponds with the life 
force. The left nostril represents and corresponds with the 
mental force. 

Pranayama does not have as much to do with the lungs 
and the heart as it has to do with the brain. It is primarily 
an exercise of the lobes of the brain rather than an exercise 
for the lungs and heart. When pranayama is practised, the 
lungs receive some extra fresh air and it affects the rhythm of 
the heart. When one breathes in through the left nostril, the 
right side of the brain is activated. When one inhales through 
the right nostril, the left half of the brain is activated. The 
breath in the left nostril has a slightly lower temperature than 
the breath which flows through the right one. The effect on 
the brain is the same, cooling and heating. So, pranayama 
is essentially an exercise of the brain. Just as one exercises to 
improve the biceps and triceps in the body, in the same way 
pranayama is done to exercise the brain. 


Voluntary and involuntary breathing 

Let us divide the brain into two: 

1. The posterior brain — the animal brain which we have 
inherited through animal incarnations. It is the instinctive 
or primitive brain. 

2. The frontal brain — the seat of total consciousness. 

When you breathe, the breath is registered in the posterior 

brain. When you become aware of the breath, when you know 

that you are breathing, when you breathe consciously, it is 
registered by the conscious brain that is the frontal brain. ‘This 
difference seems to be very simple but is in fact very great. 

Throughout your life you breathe unconsciously, all animals 

also breathe unconsciously, children breathe unconsciously. In 

every case, the pranic flow is being registered in the posterior 
brain as ifin a computer. But the moment you become aware 
of the flow of breath, you know that you are breathing, when 
you begin to conduct the breath in a particular fashion and 
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when you are able to control the breath at a particular time 
and in a particular order, immediately the frontal brain will 
register the influence. 

Scientific experiments have shown a clear difference on 
the brain while breathing consciously and unconsciously. So, 
we come to the conclusion that when you practise breathing 
consciously the effect is completely different than when you 
breathe unconsciously. Unconscious breathing is definitely 
responsible for feeding the whole body with prana but 
unconscious breathing cannot supply sufficient prana to the 
brain for its evolution and growth. 

In order to cure the brain’s sickness, in order to develop 
the capacity of the brain and in order to initiate evolution in 
the brain, we cannot just depend on the way we have been 
breathing in the past. This is precisely the reason why in 
pranayama you have different practices. 

The breathing process is directly connected to the 
brain and central nervous system, and is one of the most 
vital processes in the body. It is also connected with the 
hypothalamus, the brain centre which controls emotional 
responses. The hypothalamus is responsible for transforming 
perception into cognitive experience. Erratic breathing sends 
erratic impulses to this centre and thus creates disturbed 
responses. 

There are also certain areas of the nasal mucous mem- 
brane which are connected to the visceral organs. When 
impulses coming from the nose are arhythmic, the visceral 
organs, particularly those connected to the coccygeal plexus, 
respond in the same manner, arrhythmically. Being dis- 
turbed, these organs again send irregular impulses to the 
brain and cause more disharmony and imbalance. This cycle 
is continuous. 

By becoming aware of the nature of the breath and by re- 
straining it, the whole system is controlled. When the breath 
is retained, nervous impulses in different parts of the body 
are stopped, and brainwave patterns are harmonized. An 
example of voluntary breathing is alternate nostril breathing. 
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Rejuvenation of the brain 

At present man uses approximately one tenth of his total 
brain power. From this limited capacity he has produced 
geniuses in mathematics, physics and other areas. Nine- 
tenths of the brain’s potential remains untapped. There are 
twenty-four thousand billion cells in the brain that we know 
of. Each cell is a unit, is one life. However, these billions of 
cells are not working in an organized manner. If we could 
integrate their movement and activity, all parts of the brain 
could be used. 

Scientific research on the brain has shown that just as 
a country is controlled by a central government, so the 
whole physical body is controlled by the brain. The heart, 
nervous system, respiratory system, kidneys and bladder, 
are controlled by the brain. The heart, nervous system and 
excretory system are controlled by the hypothalamus in the 
brain. The practice of pranayama helps in streamlining the 
activities of the brain cells and awakening man’s full creative 
potential. 

In order to develop the latent capacities of the brain or to 
initiate evolution of the brain, we cannot just depend on the 
way we have been breathing in the past. You should not think 
that just by practising a little pranayama you are sending a lot 
of prana to the brain. The process of supply and assimilation 
of prana into the brain is very complicated. The brain is a 
subtle instrument and it can only be enriched by the subtle 
form of prana and not the gross form. Therefore, when you 
practise pranayama, you will have to convert the prana into 
a subtle force. 

The network of vessels through which the blood cir- 
culates is not just an arrangement of hollow tubes. It is a 
generator and distributor of prana as well. These vessels 
become charged and polarized as the bloodstream circulates 
throughout the body. It is as though the whole arterial and 
venous circulatory trees become magnetized. The flow of 
blood through the vessels generates a bio-magnetic force just 
as a forceful flow of water is used to generate hydroelectricity. 
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This is how prana shakti is able to permeate and enliven 
even the most distant cells and tissues of the body. When you 
practise pranayama with concentration, as shown by scientific 
studies, the brainwaves undergo a significant change and the 
limbic system is also positively influenced. 

In this way, pranayama brings a higher reality, experience 
and dimension to its practitioner. It boosts the level of 
consciousness by activating and awakening the dormant 
centres and capacities of the left and right hemispheres of 
the evolving brain. 


Mechanics of pranayama 

In pranayama practices there are four important aspects of 
breathing which are utilized. These are: 

1. Pooraka or inhalation 

2. Rechaka or exhalation 

3. Antar kumbhaka or internal breath retention 

4. Bahir kumbhaka or external breath retention. 

The different practices of pranayama involve various tech- 
niques which utilize these four aspects of breathing. Pooraka, 
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kumbhaka and rechaka produce different effects in the body. 
Stopping the breath either inside or outside is the meaning 
of pranayama. The ayama — the distance or length of prana — 
is increased but the number of respirations per minute is 
decreased. Thus, if we breathe normally fifteen times per 
minute, in pranayama we breathe only once or twice per 
minute. 

Respiration is not pranayama. The gap between respir- 
ations is pranayama. When you inhale and when you exhale 
there is a gap. That gap can be one second, it can be three 
minutes or it could be ten hours. How do you explain the 
gap between inspiration and expiration? We call it retention. 
Retention of breath is done at two points. Firstly, when you 
have filled your lungs, you hold the breath inside, and 
secondly, when you empty your lungs, you hold the breath 
outside. Both forms of kumbhaka are important and they are 
so powerful that they can completely rejuvenate the whole 
brain. 

Inhalation and exhalation are methods of inducing 
retention. Retention is most important because it allows a 
longer period for assimilation of prana. In order to perform 
kumbhaka successfully, there must be a gradual development 
of control over the function of respiration. Those aspirants 
who are keen and working on this new project of awakening 
the silent areas of the brain should prepare themselves slowly 
by perfecting kumbhaka. Scientific studies on pranayama 
have shown that during kumbhaka an increased supply of 
blood is poured into the brain and at the same time extra 
heat is generated within the system. 

Pranayama also influences the cerebral fluid in the 
brain. When energy is generated it changes the chemical 
structure of the cerebral fluid surrounding the brain within 
the skull. When this fluid is chemically influenced it acts on 
the behaviour of the brain. For example, when you take a 
narcotic drug it produces an immediate chemical reaction 
within this fluid. As a result you experience certain psychic 
phenomena. During the state of kumbhaka extra energy in 
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an electrical form is generated and in the course of time it 
changes the chemical structure of the fluid in the brain. 


Kumbhaka 


The whole science of pranayama is based on retention of 
prana known as kumbhaka. Inhalation and exhalation are 
incidental. Kumbhaka means pranayama and pranayama 
means kumbhaka. There are three types of kumbhaka. 
Kumbhaka is when the breath stops. Antaranga and 
bahiranga kumbhaka are well known to most practitioners. 
But there is a third sort of kumbhaka, it is called kevala 
kumbhaka; it is not forced. There is a certain moment when 
prana and the mind interact and move together. When the 
mind is controlled the pranic forces stop and when the pranas 
are controlled the mind automatically stops. In yoga, this is 
known as kevala kumbhaka, automatic, spontaneous retention. 

When kumbhaka is practised with conscious effort it 
is called sahita or connected retention. When it happens 
by itself, without any apparent reason or association with 
either pooraka or rechaka, then it is kevala or unconnected, 
unsupported retention. Sahita pranayama influences the 
conscious and subconscious levels, namely the body, prana, 
mind and psyche. Kevala kumbhaka results in the awakening 
of the unconscious mind and body, and leads to a state 
beyond that. 

The Sanskrit word kevala means ‘only’, and kumbhaka 
means ‘breath retention’ or ‘cessation’. The word kevala 
is directly connected with the word kaivalya meaning 
‘onlyness’, another name for samadhi, nirvana or supreme 
enlightenment and union. Therefore, kevala and kaivalya 
mean that experience which is beyond duality, beyond mere 
conception, beyond words. Any description of the experience 
immediately distorts it and can never adequately convey its 
essence. For this reason, the words kevala and kaivalya are 
used as a suitable non-description of the indescribable. 

The moment the mind ceases to function or is consumed 
in the point of concentration, automatically the breath 
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must stop because in the brain these two activities are 
interconnected. Kevali pranayama, therefore, is important 
because it indicates that mental stability has been achieved. 
Therefore, in relation to our day-to-day practices we have to 
remember that pranayama has to be practised keeping in 
mind that retention should be perfected. This is an advanced 
stage of pranayama which occurs during high states of 
meditation. During this state, the fluctuation of prana ceases. 


Pranayama and bandhas 


Pranayama stimulates the flow of prana and the bandhas 
control the flow and direct it to the required areas. When 
pranayama is practised, the pranas in the lower region of the 
body are stimulated, but there needs to be a means of forcing 
the pranic energy up. Somehow, a negative force has to be 
created which will push the pranic energy up through the 
spinal cord. For this reason, pranayama should be practised 
in coordination with specific bandhas. 

What are the bandhas? Bandha means locking, binding 
or contracting. One is called jalandhara bandha — the chin 
lock, another is uddiyana bandha — the abdominal lock and 
the third is moola bandha — contraction of the perineum. All 
these three bandhas have a direct bearing on the nervous 
system and help to raise the pranic level in the body. Prana 
is then conducted to the brain with the help of the subtle 
pranic circulatory system. Without bandhas, pranayama is 
incomplete. 

The three bandhas which are incorporated into the 
practice of pranayama create a negative force like the ejecting 
force used to extract water from a well. There are two forces 
used for pumping water — the sucking force and the ejecting 
force. When pranayama is practised with the bandhas, an 
ejecting force is put into action. Either the three bandhas, 
jalandhara, uddiyana and moola bandha, should be done 
together or in different combinations. 

When bandhas are performed in conjunction with 
pranayama, contraction of the muscles takes place simultan- 
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eously with kumbhaka. The physical lock or contraction is 
applied and at the same time the breath is also arrested or 
immobilized. When the breath is held a great change takes 
place in the level of energy in different spheres of the body. 

Bandhas are powerful practices that generate and 
accumulate prana in specific parts of the physical and 
subtle bodies; they are essential in the practices to awaken 
the chakras and sushumna nadi. When moola bandha is 
performed, apana is forced to flow upwards. When jalandhara 
is performed, prana is forced to flow downwards and unite 
with apana. In the physical body these two forces are brought 
to the central zone in the navel and that can be done only 
through the practice of uddiyana bandha. When prana and 
apana unite it is a fantastic experience which generates 
vitality and helps to awaken kundalini. 

According to yogic scriptures, control of muscles and 
nerves controls the breath. Control of breath controls 
consciousness. Bandhas are a means of extending control 
over breathing and are thus a means to extend one’s 
knowledge and control over consciousness. As a consequence, 
the consciousness is arrested, stopping the flow between 
the polar opposites of inhalation and exhalation, birth and 
death, joy and sorrow, gain and loss. 

If pranayama is correctly practised, it cannot only control 
the body temperature, it can control the thought waves as 
well. There are many things which have to be controlled 
before any spiritual experience. First of all, the mind should 
be controlled by controlling the thought waves which are a 
part or manifestations of the mind. Mudras and bandhas 
should be practised along with pranayama. 


Subtle physiology of the pranas — the koshas 
According to yoga, human existence extends through 
five layers or sheaths which are called koshas. They are all 
empirical worldly bodies. 

The five sheaths account for the different aspects or dimen- 
sions of human existence. These five sheaths are known as: 
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Anandamaya 


The Five Koshas 


BSY© 


. Annamaya kosha — the food or material body 

. Manomaya kosha — the mental body 

. Pranamaya kosha — the bioplasmic or vital energy body 

. Vijnanamaya kosha — the psychic or higher mental body 

. Anandamaya kosha — the transcendental or bliss body. 
These five sheaths are interlinked; whatever happens in 
one affects the others. When annamaya and pranamaya 
are cleansed there are no blockages between them and 
manomaya. The third layer, manomaya kosha, the mental 
sheath, is indirectly affected through pranayama. Purification 
of these sheaths opens the fourth kosha, vijmanamaya or 
the sheath of intuition. Mind, body and energy can work in 
unison, removing the barrier to vijmanamaya kosha. However, 
the fifth kosha, anandamaya or the sheath of bliss, is 
unaffected by any physical influence as it is a transcendental 
realm. Although these five sheaths function together to form 
an integral whole, the practices of pranayama work mainly 
with pranamaya kosha. 


Ov BR O N Re 
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Pranamaya kosha 

Throughout your body there is a pranic field which is known 
as pranamaya kosha — the kosha composed of prana, or life 
force. This subtle form of energy can be measured. 

Pranayama practices establish a healthy body by removing 
blockages in the pranamaya kosha, enabling increased 
absorption and retention of prana. Pranayama makes the 
pranic energy penetrate into each and every cell and fibre 
of the body. Prana shakti can also get blocked. It can be in 
excess in some parts of the body and sometimes there is an 
imbalance in the prana. 

Prana is not a mechanical outcome of the body as it is 
understood in modern medical science. According to the 
classical tradition, prana enters the womb in the fourth 
month of pregnancy. When an embryo is developed in the 
mother’s womb, it is part of the mother’s body and prana. 
After the third month, the independent or individual pranas 
manifest in the foetus. That is to say, from the fourth month, 
the mother’s prana and the prana of the embryo become two 
different pranas. 

This prana is responsible for the action of the karm- 
endriyas, the organs of action, just as electrical energy is 
responsible for the functioning of a microphone or light bulb. 
If the electricity which is being supplied somewhere in 220 
volts becomes 440 volts, everything will burn. If the electricity 
becomes 120 volts, then there will also be a crisis. Therefore, 
the electricity has to be adjusted according to the capacity of 
the microphone or the bulbs. Similarly, there has to be coor- 
dination between the prana and the indriyas or sense organs. 

Pranamaya kosha is purified and awakened by practising 
pranayama correctly, by fasting or eating properly, and by 
perfecting meditation on the mid-eyebrow centre. You must 
know how to tune this pranamaya kosha with the universal 
prana. Then, when you are able to see that great enveloping 
light, you become the medium of the universal prana. 
Thereafter, you can distribute this prana to those who are in 
short supply. 
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Lifestyle has a profound impact on the pranamaya kosha 
and its pranas. Physical activities such as exercise, work, sleep, 
intake of food and sexual relations all affect the distribution 
and flow of prana in the body. Faculties of the mind such as 
emotion, thought and imagination affect the pranic body 
even more. 

Irregularities in lifestyle, dietary indiscretions and stress 
deplete and obstruct the pranic flow. This results in what 
people experience as being ‘drained of energy’. Depletion 
of energy in a particular prana leads to the devitalization 
of the organs and limbs it governs and ultimately to disease 
or metabolic dysfunction. When the body is healthy and the 
nadis allow free flow of prana it is like a well-tuned radio; 
it picks up with perfect clarity the energies around us. An 
unhealthy body is like an old, dilapidated radio; it does not 
tune in as well as it should to the surrounding energies. The 
techniques of pranayama reverse this process, energizing and 
balancing the different pranas within pranamaya kosha. This 
is the aim of pranayama: to tune the body and mind to a high 
state of sensitivity, so that one picks up these cosmic energies 
and so that consciousness can shine through our mind and 
body in its pristine glory. 


Pancha prana 

Pranamaya kosha is made up of five major pranas, which 
are collectively known as the pancha or five pranas: prana, 
apana, samana, udana and vyana. These pranas have five 
chief functions and five subsidiary functions. 


Prana 

Prana in this context does not refer to cosmic prana, but 
rather to just one flow of energy, governing the thoracic 
area between the larynx and the top of the diaphragm. It is 
associated with the heart and organs of respiration together 
with the muscles and nerves that activate them. It is the force 
by which the breath is drawn inside. 
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The Pranic Body 


udana 


prana 


samana 


apana 


vyana (pervades the 
whole body) 


Apana 

Apana governs the abdomen below the navel region, and 
provides energy for the large intestine, kidneys, anus and 
genitals. It is concerned with the expulsion of waste from the 
body and is the force which expels the breath. 


Samana 

Samana is located between the heart and the navel. It acti- 
vates and controls the digestive system: the liver, intestines, 
pancreas and stomach, and their secretions. Samana is re- 
sponsible for transformation. On a physical level this relates 
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to the assimilation and distribution of nutrients. On an 
evolutionary level it relates to kundalini and expansion of 
consciousness. 


Udana 


Udana governs the neck and head, activating all the sensory 
receptors such as the eyes, tongue, nose and ears. Udana also 
harmonizes and activates the limbs and all their associated 
muscles, ligaments, nerves and joints. It is responsible for the 
erect posture of the body, sensory awareness, and the ability 
to respond to the outside world. 


Vyana 

Vyana pervades the whole body, regulating and controlling 
all movement, and coordinating the other pranas. It acts as 
the reserve force for the other pranas. 


Along with these five major pranas there are five minor 
pranas known as the upa-pranas: naga, koorma, krikara, 
devadatta and dhananjaya. Naga is responsible for belching 
and hiccups. Koorma opens the eyes and stimulates blinking. 
Krikara generates hunger, thirst, sneezing and coughing. 
Devadatta induces sleep and yawning. Dhananjaya lingers 
after death and upon its departure, decay and decomposition 
of the body begins to happen. 

Through the practice of pranayama, the pranic body 
becomes wider and greater. The fivefold pranas in the body, 
from top to toe, are balanced resulting in the balancing of 
the two hemispheres of the brain. 
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UNLOCKING THE CHAKRAS THROUGH PRANAYAMA 


Nadis, chakras and prana 

Within the framework of the spinal 
cord, there are three channels known 
as nadis. The nadis are pathways 
along which prana or bioplasmic 
energy travels. Nadi does not mean 
nerve. It means a flow, just as electri- 
city, a radio wave or a laser beam is 
a flow. There are 72,000 channels or 
flows that carry these two interacting 
energies of ida and pingala from pore 
to pore of the human body. There is 
not one point in this body where you 
do not have the interaction of these 
two forces. 

In acupuncture these pathways 
are known as meridians. Of the 
numerous nadis, three are particu- 
larly important. One is called ida, 
another is pingala and the third is 
sushumna. Ida nadi represents the 
mental energy, pingala represents 
prana or pranic energy and sushumna represents spirit or 
spiritual awareness. Pranic and mental force are conducted 
through ida and pingala nadis within the framework of the 
spinal passage. From each chakra they branch off via the 
network of nadis into all the respective organs and parts of 
the body. 

These three nadis originate in mooladhara chakra, which 
is situated at the perineum or cervix. Pingala nadi flows to 
the right from mooladhara and continues to cross ida at each 
chakra all the way up to ajna. There are six chakras through 
which pingala nadi passes. The first one is mooladhara 
chakra from which it originates. The second is swadhisthana 
where the nadi crosses to the left. The third is manipura 


Sushumna 
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chakra where the nadi crosses to the right. And the fourth 
is anahata where the nadi crosses to the left. The fifth is 
vishuddhi where the nadi crosses to the right and the sixth 
is ajna where the nadi terminates from the right. Similarly, 
ida nadi also crosses at each chakra but in the reverse order. 

The most important one is sushumna, which runs within 
the spine. It should not be confused with or identified with 
the physical spine. The sushumna nadi runs from the region 
of the perineum (between the anus and sexual organs) to the 
region of the brain. It connects mooladhara chakra (chakra 
meaning pranic or psychic centre) in the perineum to ajna 
(mid-brain) chakra at the top of the spine passing through 
various other chakras en-route. These chakras should not be 
regarded as physical entities; they are part of the bioplasmic 
or pranic body. As such they are located within but are not of 
the physical body. 

The ida and pingala nadis are the pathways of the two 
different aspects of prana. They represent the two opposite 
poles of the same energy. Ida is denoted as being negative 
and is also known as the chandra or moon nadi. Pingala, on 
the other hand, is positive and is often called the surya or sun 
nadi. These two aspects of prana particularly characterized 
by the flows in the ida and pingala nadis, represent the two 
most obvious characteristics of each human: the abilities to 
think and act. The flow of breath through these nostrils and 
the flow of prana through their corresponding nadis greatly 
influence our lives. The flow of air through the nostrils and 
consequently the pranic flow continually alternates. 

Pingala nadi is the distributing channel for prana in the 
body, and from each chakra the pranas are disseminated 
to every organ of the body. From swadhisthana the pranic 
energy is distributed to the genito-urinary system. Manipura 
chakra supplies prana to the digestive system and anahata 
supplies the respiratory and cardiovascular systems. From 
vishuddhi, distribution takes place to the ears, eyes, nose and 
throat, and ajna chakra is the distributor of energy through 
which man’s brain is fed. 


36 


Pranayama balances ida-pingala 

In the body the pranic and mental forces interact with each 
other, respectively controlling, guiding and directing the 
senses of action and of knowledge. Due to them we live, 
move, think and know. 

This alternate cycle of the breath is also connected with 
the function of the two hemispheres of the brain. There 
are two sets of nervous systems in this physical body, the 
sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. Each has 
a definite role to play. One is connected to the physical aspect 
and the other to the mental aspect of your personality. Thus, 
when there is more activity in the left nostril, it has been 
seen that there is more activity in the right hemisphere of 
the brain. Similarly, when there is more activity in the right 
nostril, there is more activity in the left hemisphere of the 
brain. Hence, when you practise alternate nostril breathing, 
you are bringing both the hemispheres of the brain into 
balanced operation. 

This supports the claim in the old yoga shastras that one 
of the important purposes of practising pranayama is to 
awaken sushumna. Awakening of sushumna means that ida 
and pingala are balanced, and that there is equal and free 
flow of the breath in both nostrils. It is at this time that the 
whole brain is active, and both hemispheres are balanced. 

By manipulating the flow of breath in the nostrils using 
various pranayama techniques of inhalation, exhalation and 
retention, the practitioner can establish control over the flow 
of the vital energy force, and thus learn how to calm the mind 
and control the thought process. Pranayama can be practised 
to concentrate all the pranic forces of the human structure 
to induce one-pointedness of mind. But before this higher 
form of energy is conducted to the brain, the channels must 
first be purified. 
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3 


Dimensions of Pranayama 


ie 
P h 
pos is practised in order to extend the dimensions 
of prana. What are the dimensions of prana? Has prana 
many planes of existence? In which plane does prana flow? 
What happens if prana does not flow? Once I had a dream 


which answered these questions for me. I was with my guru 
in a beautiful city with wide roads lined with electricity poles. 
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I went into the buildings and found lights, telephones, 
televisions, everything — but there was no one in the city, 
and there was no electricity, the whole city was in complete 
darkness. I asked my guru, “That’s a beautiful city, why is 
there no one here?” He replied, “They ask, what is the fun of 
being here when there is no electricity? When it is connected 
the whole city is illumined and everybody will like being 
here.” 

There are planes of existence which are in absolute 
darkness, much more beautiful and much more artistic 
than this. Those planes or areas of existence are in absolute 
darkness. How can one bring them to light? How is one to 
penetrate them through experience? It is no use listening to 
talks or reading books, one must be able to penetrate those 
planes through experience, just as one experiences a dream. 
Even as one experiences sleep, so one should be able to 
experience those stages of consciousness. 

Through the practice of pranayama, it is possible to 
send the prana into those different dimensions. When the 
pranic energy is aroused, awakened through pranayama, and 
circulated through those dark areas of existence, the purpose 
of pranayama is fulfilled. Ayama also means a ‘dimension 
or plane of existence’. There are seven ayamas or planes of 
individual existence symbolically termed as: bhu loka, bhuvah 
loka, swah loka, maha loka, janah loka, tapah loka and satya 
loka. The first ayama is bhu loka, the gross physical plane, 
perceptible to the mind and senses. The second is bhuvah 
loka where you perceive dreams and experience moments of 
hallucinations. The third is swah loka perceived in deep sleep. 
In waking, dreaming and sleeping, your consciousness goes 
into three different ayamas. However, there are even deeper 
levels of existence which we have not been able to experience 
so far. Our knowledge has been confined to these three and 
not beyond. 

When a child is conceived, prana is created in his physical 
body and it gradually extends its area of control into the three 
fields of human experience during waking, dreaming and 
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sleeping states, but no further. Our gross prana is incapable 
of penetrating into the more subtle bodies. Therefore, the 
purpose of pranayama is to create a finer prana and extend 
it further into maha loka, janah loka, tapah loka and satya 
loka. This is the reason we practise nadi shodhana, anuloma 
viloma and kumbhaka combined with bandhas. When the 
pranas are awakened beyond the first three dimensions, the 
purpose of pranayama is fulfilled. 

Pranayama is an important form of tapasya. When you 
practise pranayama, yogic heat is created. This heat or fire 
of yoga helps in the awakening of kundalini. When the mind 
is possessed by the powerful force of kundalini, it becomes 
totally stable. This is sattwic tapas, a process whereby you 
generate physical heat in your body. This heat is vitally im- 
portant for meditation. 

Tapasya is threefold. The highest form is sattwic tapas, 
which is intended to purify the mind and body for self- 
realization. Sattwic tapas has a spiritual purpose, and if 
you want to follow it, you have to practise meditation. In 
meditation, when your mind is giving you a lot of trouble, 
you must practise pranayama. The breath and mind are 
interconnected and therefore pranayama is a very powerful 
method of controlling the mind. Of course, everybody can 
practise pranayama, but for awakening kundalini you need 
to make a lot of preparations. 

The practices that we undergo in pranayama are defin- 
itely not meant only for oxygenation of the blood. Although 
oxygen is necessary for proper functioning of this physical 
body, there is something more important. It is the higher 
experience by which you live through many lives, by which 
you sustain yourself. Do you know why you are miserable, 
worried and afraid? These are only symptoms. The reason 
is we live on prana and not on atman. We only know the 
conscious, subconscious and unconscious realms of the 
mind. We have no knowledge of the total awareness or even 
a glimpse of that totality called samadhi. 
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Restructuring of the mind 

Pranayama has the greatest influence on the mind. It acts 
through the pranic body which is more intimately linked to 
the mind than the physical body. In pranayama, regulation of 
the mind and body is accomplished through manipulation of 
the pranic body by means of the breath. Although breathing 
is mainly an unconscious process, conscious control of it may 
be taken at any time. Consequently, it forms a bridge between 
the conscious and unconscious areas of the mind. 

If a person practises deep breathing, or vigorous 
breathing, or even wild breathing for half an hour and then 
lies down on the floor, they will feel light, they may even feel 
great bliss for half an hour, maybe one hour, maybe half a day. 
But the moment any mental problem arises, all that has been 
gained, all that has been experienced by that wild breathing 
will be finished, because the changes that it produced were 
only in the coordination or mutual reaction of the nervous 
system. The change did not take place in the consciousness, 
in the philosophy, in the capacity to understand the events 
of life. In order to face and understand life, in order to be 
unaffected by life, one has to change the structure and the 
quality of one’s mind. Then only will the delight remain 
perennial. 

The mind has three faults. The first one is mala, impurity, 
the second is vikshepa, distraction, and the third is avarana, 
ignorance. Through the practice of pranayama, the energy 
trapped in neurotic, unconscious mental patterns may be 
released for use in more creative and joyful activity. Bodily 
processes are drastically altered when the mind and prana are 
totally absorbed during the experience of oneness. During 
the practice of pranayama, purging takes place. If one starts 
practising pranayama daily, after a few days, crazy ideas 
might start coming into the mind and there will be many 
funny thoughts and dreams. Some people feel frightened 
when this happens. They go to a swami and say, “Since I 
started practising pranayama, I’ve been getting crazy ideas.” 
The swami answers, “Look here, shankhaprakshalana is 
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going on.” In yoga this is called cleaning of the mind — chitta 
shuddhi. This is called restructuring of the mind. 

It is through consciousness that prana is controlled and 
it is through prana that consciousness is controlled. When 
pranayama is practised, automatically the mind will be 
transcended, then the mind dissolves — it disintegrates, there 
is no mind, there is no ‘T’, there is no duality. There is no 
need to fight with the mind. There is no need to concentrate 
on God, the divine, Rama or Krishna, Christ or Guru. It does 
not matter if one does, but it is not necessary to fight and 
wrestle with the mind. 

Pranayama is a method of refining the makeup of one’s 
pranic body, one’s physical body and also of one’s mind. In 
this way, it is possible for a practitioner to become aware 
of new dimensions of existence. By making the mind calm 
and still, consciousness is allowed to shine through without 
distortion. When pranayama is mastered, one automatically 
enters into a state called meditation or concentration. This 
state can be attained by other methods as well, but pranayama 
is a scientific basis for clearing the consciousness of all the 
obstructions that lie before it. Therefore, the practice of 
pranayama has to be done intelligently and patiently. By 
pranayama, you develop the power, the cosmic energy, the 
vitality or prana. 


Pranayama and meditation 

There is a very close relationship between pranayama 
and meditational techniques. Control of prana through 
pranayama eventually leads to cessation of the ceaseless fluc- 
tuations of the mind. Systematic dampening and calming of 
the mind through meditational techniques leads to control 
of the prana. The mind and prana are directly related. If the 
mind is like a restless monkey jumping from one thought to 
another, how can meditation be successfully practised? The 
aim of both pranayama and meditational techniques is the 
same: perfect receptivity and quiescence of mind so that one 
can know higher experience. 
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Pranayama is the gateway to dhyana. Through pranayama 
one can go as deep as one wants. Nothing has to be done 
except to practise some of the shatkarmas and pranayama 
with jalandhara, uddiyana and moola bandhas. One doesn’t 
have to control or fight with the mind. Just do the practices 
for ten or fifteen minutes every day and in the course of time 
you will find that your mind is already in dhyana. Beyond 
that, there is nothing to be done — everything just happens. 
This is the hatha yoga system. 

Pranayama, which is the fourth step in raja yoga, can lead 
one to the state of dhyana directly. Pranayama appears to be a 
gross practice but it is not. When practised with the necessary 
preparation, it will bring about the state of pratyahara. It will 
create one-pointedness of mind and help to withdraw the 
mind totally and make one steady in dhyana yoga. One can 
meditate without doing pranayama, but its regular practice 
is a great help in achieving success in meditation. 

When pranayama is combined with the practices of 
dhyana yoga, this wandering tendency of the mind is 
overcome. The processes of pranayama still the mind and 
make it more one-pointed. Pranayama is extremely useful 
in encouraging the appearance of clear mental images 
which remain visible for longer periods of time. This is 
caused by redistribution of prana in the body, which renders 
the mind more able to perceive and control the images. 
By manipulating the flow of breath in the nostrils using 
various pranayama techniques of inhalation, exhalation and 
retention, the practitioner can establish control over the flow 
of the vital energy force, and thus learn how to calm the mind 
and control the thought process. 

When you control the breath, the mind is also controlled 
and the awareness becomes one-pointed. That one-pointed 
awareness is comprehended in the mid-eyebrow centre where 
the point is seen as a light. The light grows in intensity and 
becomes bigger and bigger until it completely envelops your 
consciousness. Then there is illumination all around you, and 
at this point you can connect yourself with the universal prana. 
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Everybody has individual requirements depending on 
whether one’s nature is basically tamasic, rajasic or sattwic. 
To attain higher experience the mind has to become totally 
absorbed in the point of concentration. By practising only the 
meditation posture of siddhasana, and pranayama, a higher 
state of awareness can be aroused. 

If you are performing siddhasana and practising 
pranayama, there comes a stage when the two pranic forces, 
apana and prana, meet and the alternating tendencies of ida 
and pingala unite in ajna chakra. At that moment the mind 
becomes unified and the breath stops. However, the mind 
must have a definite point of focus such as a psychic symbol, 
the guru, a mantra or yantra, otherwise it will enter a state of 
void or shoonya. It is a combination of various elements which 
creates higher experience, not just an asana and stopping the 
breath. 


Evolution of consciousness with pranayama 

The rishis and munis did not design pranayama for the 
sake of supplying extra oxygen. The purpose of pranayama 
is to extend prana shakti into different phases of human 
existence. It is one of the most powerful tools available for 
the awakening of sushumna nadi or kundalini shakti. 

There are thousands of billions of cells in the brain 
which function in a chaotic order without any discipline or 
unity. These are shown as random brainwave activity when 
measured on an EEG machine. How are you going to blend 
them together into one pulsating unit? These cells are 
important because they transmit nervous energy or shakti. 
They are the bindu shakti, Om shakti, manas shakti and 
chitta shakti. They comprise the totality of your brainwave 
activity. When the basic elements of your brain are moving 
in a chaotic fashion, your thinking process will do the same. 

Pranayama has a solution for this problem. You cannot 
discipline or organize your physical brain or bring order 
into the chaotic elements without first awakening kundalini. 
Our brain is controlled by the chakras and nadis. Unless you 
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are able to create a balance between ida and pingala nadis 
through the practices of hatha yoga, including pranayama, 
it is not possible to create a balance within the mind. The 
practices of pranayama are of major importance because 
they help to first purify and then balance the flows of ida 
and pingala nadis, thereby awakening sushumna nadi and 
kundalini. 


Pranayama and awakening of kundalini 

In tantra, pranayama is combined in a systematic way with 
mudras and bandhas. This is known as kriya yoga. Pranayama 
is a powerful method — with the help of pranayama, 
awakening takes place all of a sudden. Pranayama is not only 
a breathing exercise: when the breath is held and jalandhara, 
uddiyana and moola bandhas are practised, the kundalini is 
heated. 

Though hatha yoga is guaranteed to awaken kundalini 
when practised under the given conditions, kriya yoga is an 
even more powerful practice for those who are predominantly 
rajasic and who should not force their minds directly into 
concentration. Kriya yoga combines the asanas, pranayamas, 
mudras and bandhas of hatha yoga which specifically induce 
pratyahara. For example, siddhasana, padmasana, ujjayi 
pranayama, khechari, shambhavi, vajroli and yoni mudras, 
nasikagra drishti, uddiyana, jalandhara, moola and maha 
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bandhas. Kriya yoga is an ancient initiation and practice for 
which adequate preparation is required. 

There are two important ways of awakening kundalini — 
the direct method and the indirect. Pranayama is the direct 
method. It is said in tantra, that the practice of pranayama 
is the quickest method of awakening kundalini. The present 
amount of pranic energy is insufficient to activate silent areas 
of the brain. The prime objective of pranayama is to create a 
greater quantum of prana, change the nature of the electrical 
forces within the pranic body, and then transmit it to the 
silent areas. 

Through the practices of pranayama, a certain amount of 
heat or creative force is generated in the entire body, which 
influences the existing quantum of prana. For example, if you 
produce heat in this room, it will heat the existing amount 
of air. There is a certain amount of prana within us giving us 
life, and pranayama heats that quantum of prana, which then 
makes its way through pingala nadi into ajna chakra. When 
sufficient heat is generated within the system, ajna chakra 
sends the message back to the base of kundalini and the actual 
awakening of the great prana takes place. It is due to prana- 
yama that prana awakens all the nadis, all the nerves, and this 
causes the awakening of the higher centres in the brain. 

For the awakening of kundalini, it is important that 
sushumna nadi be purified. In order to purify sushumna, one 
must practise a lot of pranayama. The active portion of the 
brain functions on the energies of ida and pingala, but the 
other nine-tenths have only pingala. Pingala is life and ida 
is consciousness. If a person is living but is unable to think, 
we say he has prana shakti but not manas shakti. Similarly, 
the silent parts of the brain have prana, not consciousness. 
Therefore, a very difficult question arises: How to awaken the 
sleeping compartments of the brain? We know how to awaken 
fear, anxiety and passion, the basic instincts, but most of us do 
not know how to awaken these dormant areas of the brain. In 
order to arouse the silent areas of the brain, we must charge 
the frontal brain with sufficient prana, with sufficient vital 
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energy and consciousness, and we must awaken sushumna 
nadi. For both these purposes we must practise pranayama 
regularly and consistently over a long period of time. 

The practice of pranayama also means practising 
kumbhaka. Kumbhaka is the ultimate definition of prana- 
yama. In conjunction with pranayama, the bandhas must be 
practised. Strong kumbhaka with jalandhara, uddiyana and 
moola bandha creates heat in the body. This heat is known as 
the fire of yoga. It is not only spiritual or psychic in nature, 
it is also physical and affects the metabolism as well as the 
psycho-spiritual system. 

When prana which is now controlling the karmendriyas 
and jnanendriyas is withdrawn from every part of the body 
and is no longer bound to mooladhara chakra, kundalini 
breaks out. Feelings, sensations and the functions of the 
mind cease. This is achieved through the practices of moola 
bandha, uddiyana bandha and jalandhara bandha. When you 
practise these three bandhas in combination with pranayama, 
you are directing the prana into another ayama, into the field 
of kundalini. Pranayama stimulates prana and the bandhas 
direct it to the required centre, preventing dissipation. 

Different schools of thought use different descriptions to 
convey the experience of kundalini, but they all agree that the 
experience of kundalini is a total psychophysiological event 
which centres around the spinal cord. Within the spinal cord 
there is a very important fluid, the cerebrospinal fluid. When, 
through practices such as pranayama, awakening occurs 
in mooladhara chakra, this fluid gets excited. When the 
cerebrospinal fluid moves through the vertebral column, it 
alters the phases of consciousness and this is a very important 
process as far as evolution is concerned. 

When you are able to direct your prana into the seat of 
kundalini, the energy wakes up and makes its way through 
sushumna nadi, in the central nervous canal, to the brain. 
As kundalini ascends, it passes through each of the chakras 
which are interconnected with the different silent areas 
of the brain. With the awakening of kundalini there is an 
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explosion in the brain as the dormant or sleeping areas start 
blossoming like flowers. ‘Therefore, kundalini can be equated 
with the awakening of the silent areas of the brain. 

Those who have awakened kundalini through pranayama 
have a great quantum of electrical charge in the spinal 
column and throughout the body. The experiences it 
brings about are explosive and results are attained very 
quickly. Expansion is rapid and the mind attains quick 
metamorphosis. However, this form of kundalini awakening 
is always accompanied by certain experiences, and for one 
who is not sufficiently prepared mentally, philosophically, 
physically and emotionally, these experiences can be 
terrifying. Therefore, although the path of pranayama is 
a jetset method, it is drastic and is considered to be a very 
difficult one that everybody cannot manage. 

Awakening of kundalini influences the physical elements 
in the body, so it is understood in kundalini yoga that the 
physical body should be rendered free of toxic elements. 
The body that has been purified by the fire of yoga will be 
the most permanent and trustworthy base for the awakening 
of kundalini. 


Prana vidya 

One of the practices of tantra is known as prana vidya, the 
knowledge of prana shakti. Even as you are able to move 
your hand and move your body, you should also be able to 
switch on more prana if it is too low, or switch down prana 
if it is too high, or direct it to any part of the body where 
there is illness. 

Some people are born with excess prana, and they are 
able to transmit that prana out of the body to other people. 
Although you may not have sufficient prana to be able to do 
this, you can definitely awaken your own prana and conduct 
it to any part of the body that requires it. Wherever sickness 
occurs in the body, there is a deficiency of prana. If you can 
supply more prana to that part of the body, the process of 
healing becomes quicker. 
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Prana is a force; it is the basis of life, and in fact, the whole 
body itself is a miracle of prana. Prana can be increased in 
a number of ways and can thus influence our consciousness. 
Pranayama is one way of increasing prana. It is charged by 
inhaling more ions into the body. The yogis like to practise 
pranayama in the Himalayas because in the higher altitudes, 
beside rivers these ions are plentiful, and when you practise 
pranayama you inhale them. 

Pranayama acts as a stepping-stone that leads one 
naturally to the practice of prana vidya. The numerous 
pranayama techniques available develop awareness and 
control of the breath, which indirectly awakens and expands 
prana. With regular practice, pranayama cultivates a deeper, 
longer breath and the ability to retain the breath effortlessly. 
This quality of breath is necessary for prana vidya, as the 
breath and prana move as one force slowly up and down the 
psychic and pranic pathways. Breath retention is required at 
the end of the inhalation while storing prana at ajna. The 
flow of breath and breath retention need to become effortless 
so the awareness can be focused exclusively on prana. Prana is 
developed throughout from the top to the toes — in the realm 
of the body and in the realm of the mind. 

In order to develop prana shakti, certain practices have 
been formulated in many parts of the world. This is a very 
ancient and effective science which is still practised in India 
today. Prana is not only the life force, it is also a very powerful 
healing force in the body that can even eradicate the most 
difficult physical problems. Moreover, the prana within us 1s 
a part of the universal prana. I am not talking about positive 
and negative ions now, I am speaking of a metaphysical 
substance. This is universal prana and your prana is a part of 
that. If you can unite yourself with the universal prana, you 
can draw the required amount of prana whenever you need. 
In order to tune yourself to this universal prana, you must 
be able to reach a high state of meditation. 
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4 


International Research 
on Pranayama 


nowledge of prana is not a new thing to scientific circles. 
It has been known and recorded by scientifically inclined 
persons throughout the ages. Unfortunately, their discoveries 
have generally been shunned and ridiculed and their ideas 
not taken seriously. For example, Mesmer, who was one of 
the people who introduced modern man to hypnotism, 
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called the psychic field enveloping the physical body animal 
magnetism. Reichenbach, an eminent industrialist and 
inventor of creosote did a lot of research on this subject 
and named the energy odic force after the Norse god Odin. 
Paracelsus, Keely, Eeman, Van Helmont, etc. are all down-to- 
earth non-mystical people, who have reported the existence 
of this pranic body. Yet no one took much notice of them, so 
busy were they in pursuing more concrete studies of science 
and technology. 


Modern science and prana 


Even when a renowned professor of neuroanatomy at Yale 
University in America, Dr Harold Burr, announced the 
existence of this energy sheath in 1935 little notice was taken. 
He established that all humans, all animals, all plants, in fact 
all organic matter, all life, is enveloped by an energy or pranic 
body. He clearly stated that this pranic body, he called it an 
electrodynamic field, regulates the functions of the physical 
form, controls growth, shape and decay of the cells, tissues 
and organs. Further studies in the same university showed 
that there was an intimate link between the mind and this 
pranic body. Disturbances of the mind interfered with the 
pranic body. Yet still no serious attention was given to this 
phenomenon. People preferred to bury their heads in the 
sand. 

In the last four or five decades, research scientists in 
America, France, Poland, Germany, India and Japan have 
found that the practices of yoga do control the activities of 
the body — nervous system, respiratory system, digestive and 
excretory systems, endocrine system. Not only this, in the last 
twenty years, some scientists have also come to the conclusion 
that through the practices of pranayama, what you call 
breathing practices, you do not merely create oxygenation 
in the body, but you also control the fluctuations of the two 
hemispheres of the brain. 

Recently, a yogi suspended his breath, went underground 
and lived there for ten days. The medical scientists examined 
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him during that time, with their instruments. They monitored 
his heart, blood pressure, and brain waves, and issued the 
declaration, “He is clinically dead’. At the end of the ten 
days, he came back out, perfectly well. This means that after 
a heart attack, you can live as long as you know how to restart 
the motor. This is why many scientists are doing research on 
this nowadays. They are saying, ‘Maybe we need some sort 
of pranayama or concentration, instead of pacemakers.’ This 
phenomenon occurs, because the yogis are able to withdraw 
the gross prana, and raise the subtle prana. 


Investigations into pranayama 

I visited Japan and met with one great scientist, Dr Hiroshi 
Motoyama, an eminent medical doctor in Tokyo. I have 
followed his research for many years. In his early work he 
involved himself in the phenomena of acupuncture and 
while he was researching this, he came across yogic science. 
A yogi from India was visiting him. Until then Dr Motoyama 
did not know much about yoga but this yogi told him about 
pranayama, the breathing technique which is a combination 
of inspiration, retention, expiration, and controlling and 
contracting certain centres in the body. Dr Motoyama 
wanted to investigate, so this yogi was subjected to scientific 
experimentation. 

In fact, this was a great experience for Dr Motoyama. 
For years he had been trying to control the energy blocks 
in the body through the science of acupuncture, but when 
he began observing the effects of pranayama on the energy 
flows, he was startled to find that energy flows are cleared 
during the process of pranayama. When I met him in his 
lab, he told me all about his experiments and he has come 
to the conclusion that by the practice of pranayama you can 
increase the frequencies of energy in the body. 

Dr Motoyama has come to certain positive, but of course 
not final, conclusions. He has spotted, he has located, and 
he has observed the effects taking place. He showed me a 
video. The person was a young woman, she was isolated in a 
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chamber, and electrodes were affixed. A camera was fixed at 
a certain angle and it could focus itself only from the navel 
centre to the coccyx centre, four or five inches, no more than 
that. The room was quite dark. The young woman was there 
and was practising bhastrika, kapalbhati and many other 
things. 

While she was doing these things, something must 
have been happening. Those happenings were recorded in 
another room, through a computer, in the chakra machine. 
What is very surprising is that something was happening in 
the camera also. What was happening in the camera, I saw 
later on the screen. For about ten minutes there was nothing 
but absolute darkness. The room was dark and the young 
woman could not be seen through the lenses of the camera. 
It was totally, absolutely dark. 

After about fifteen minutes a small light, like a little glow 
worm, one little light began to rise from the bottom. I saw 
it, on the screen, on the film. It was not round shaped, it was 
not a properly shaped light. Sometimes it would become 
very tiny, sometimes slightly bigger. It did not go straight 
up. Sometimes it travelled left, sometimes right, sometimes a 
little bit up, right and left. Erratic movement of ascendance, 
I call it. Erratic ascending and descending, it came up, 
went down, came up and went down. The ascending and 
descending of that light continued for about ten minutes 
until her pranayama session was completed. 

Can you believe that during the practices of pranayama 
something can happen in your spine and that an ordinary 
camera is able to register it? From this we conclude that when 
we do these practices and things begin to happen correctly, 
then not only a subjective, but an objective force also comes 
into the level of creation. 

An article concerning the manifestation of psychic 
abilities was published in a civil aviation magazine. Russian 
scientists conducted a test using a narcotic drug known in 
India as ganja. Its counterpart in America 1s marijuana. Their 
research concerned the effect of ganja on the brain and it was 
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discovered that, when the subject was intoxicated on the drug 
and completely relaxed and removed from his problems, 
his psychic faculties came into operation. So when the brain 
became completely relaxed through ganja, the subject would 
develop ESP. The important point here is that the brain, in 
a relaxed state, manifests its psychic faculties. 

So if you can achieve complete relaxation, the door 
to your inner psyche opens. When emotions relax, when 
the mind relaxes and the physical body or conscious 
being relaxes, then the inner deeper personality is able 
to express itself, and this is what happens in meditation — 
various techniques are used solely to relax the brain. These 
government controlled Russian scientists then invited a yogi 
from India who could achieve a similar state through yoga 
to participate. The yogi gave demonstrations of pranayama 
and asanas which were subjected to scientific investigation, 
and it was concluded that, as well as influencing the system of 
the body, pranayama also had a definite effect on the brain. 
Additionally, asanas not only affected and influenced the 
digestive system, the glandular system and the respiratory 
system, but the central nervous system as well. 

Sometime in 1972 I read a very detailed report in the 
magazine Soviet Land on the training astronauts received in 
the practice of pranayama. The magazine indicated that the 
purpose of this training was to increase the body’s vitality, 
strengthen the nervous system, coronary behaviour and the 
brain. 

In some investigations made by Soviet scientists, many 
startling conclusions were reached concerning yoga. When 
a man receives a telegram conveying tragic news, his brain 
sends out waves of certain frequencies and he feels uneasy. If 
he is then given a dose of tranquillizers the brain contracts, 
but these brainwaves remain, and if he visits his psychiatrist 
the brain may stop contracting, but still these brainwaves 
continue. If this man did pranayama, it was observed that 
the brainwaves of tragic news receded. 
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Contemporary science and prana 

In Russia, Czechoslovakia and a few other countries serious 
investigations on this subject have been started. And their 
findings sound more mystical than scientific. It is almost as 
though the scientists involved had been transformed into 
mystics, and in a way they have. 

The most astounding and revealing investigation into 
the phenomenon of the energy body was initiated in the 
1940s. This paved the way for the research that is now being 
conducted in various quarters. It opened the normally closed 
eyes and minds of some scientists to new possibilities. Without 
this initial path-finding research there would still be an 
atmosphere of disbelief surrounding the subject of the energy 
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body. The research was not carried out in universities or by 
scientists, but by an ingenious technician in his own house, 
aided by his wife. His name was Kirlian and he lived in the 
city of Krasnodar near the Black Sea. 

In his research, Kirlian gave conclusive proof of the en- 
ergy or pranic body. Many people will not believe anything 
unless they can see it. And this is exactly what the Kirlians 
did; they provided photographs of the pranic body. More- 
over, they were able to produce photographs of the pranic 
body for anyone who cared to visit them. This photograph 
was not the result of some fluke of nature. The pranic body 
of all organic objects could be photographed at any time as 
required. 

They used equipment in which organic objects were 
placed in a high frequency electric field. For this reason, the 
technique is known as ‘Kirlian high frequency photography’. 
The system utilizes an oscillator which can emit up to 200,000 
electrical impulses every second. This electrical oscillator is 
connected to an assortment of instruments including photo- 
graphic and optical equipment, together with two plates 
which create a high frequency electric field in the space be- 
tween them. An object to be photographed 1s placed between 
the two plates. The object can be anything animate, such as 
a leaf, a flower, or any part of an animal or human organism. 
What happens when an object is photographed under these 
circumstances? Strange and complex patterns of light are 
seen to pervade and are emitted from the object. The object 
is seen to vibrate with life. Processes, movements, signals, 
flares and beautiful iridescent colours throb throughout the 
whole object. Untold beauty is seen to exist within organic 
objects about which we were previously totally ignorant. We 
are normally incapable of comprehending this pulsating, 
living phenomenon occurring within and around us. 

The human hand was seen to appear like a firework 
display, with lights of all colours bursting into activity, some 
fading quickly away and others remaining in their glory for 
longer periods of time. In some areas of the hand there was 
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intense activity, while in other 
areas there was almost lethargy 
in comparison. The lights, the 
movements and the different 
areas of activity seemed to bear 
no relationship whatsoever with 
the different physical aspects 
of the hand. There was some 
kind of order in the multifar- 
ious show, but it was not linked 
to any known physiological 
process. 

What did the scientists con- 
clude? They decided that they 
were seeing a new form of 
energy. It is not electrical in nature; it is not magnetic nor 
is it heat energy. It defied classification into the normal, 
known forms of energy. Eventually, the scientists came to 
the conclusion that this phenomenon was related to the 
biological aspect of nature. They called it bioplasmic energy. 
The bioluminescence which was given off by this energy 
was the manifestation of ionized atomic particles. But 
the phenomenon was not a haphazard inner process that 
one would normally associate with the emission of atomic 
particles. The photographs showed that there were definite 
patterns and structures which suggested order and unity in 
the organism. 

There were further surprising facts to be discovered. The 
bioluminescence is a sure indication of the state of health of 
the organism. In fact, the energy body indicates that a disease 
will occur before it actually happens. Each organism, whether 
plant, animal or human has a characteristic pattern when it 
is in a healthy condition. When the organism is unhealthy 
the pattern changes. This was discovered one day when 
the Kirlians were presented with two physically identical 
leaves and asked to photograph them. This they did and 
were surprised to discover that the patterns were different. 
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This contradicted previous extensive experiments. Then the 
person who presented them with the leaves told them that 
one of the leaves was infected. They tried this experiment 
with various other diseased objects, including the human 
body, and found the same thing: the energy body differed to 
that of the same organism when in a healthy state. 

The pattern of the energy body is a definite indicator 
of illnesses that are to come in the physical realm. It was 
concluded from their discoveries that a disease is manifested 
in the bioplasmic body long before it is in the physical body. 
What happens in the physical body seems to be determined 
by the energy body. The energy body is intimately tied 
up with the material body and directs its activities on a 
physiological level. 

The Soviet scientists made a most important discovery 
that has vast implications with regard to the practice of 
pranayama and its influence on the pranic or bioplasmic body. 
Pranayama practices seek to affect pranic flow by controlling 
the flow of breath. How can there be any connection? How 
can manipulation of the breathing have repercussions on 
the pranic body? According to various eminent scientists in 
Russia, the energy body requires continual replenishment. 
This is obtained from the air that we breathe. The oxygen in 
the air we breathe gives up some of its surplus supply of free 
electrons and quantum energy to the bioplasmic body. This 
is not merely a hypothesis — scientists have actually seen this 
process in action. 

This is why correct breathing is so vital for our health. Not 
only does the breath maintain the health of the physical body 
as is known in traditional scientific circles; it also revitalizes 
and is the source of sustenance to our subtle bioplasmic or 
pranic body. This further confirms the knowledge of ancient 
yogis who regarded pranayama as an important part of life. 
The yogis knew intuitively of the existence of the pranic body. 
This further shows prana, and its control by pranayama, is 
more than a convenient and fanciful idea. 
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Types of Pranayama 


PAY 


Poo has been categorized into balancing practices, 
vitalizing practices and tranquillizing practices. Of course, 
the overall effects of any pranayama are tranquillizing, 
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however, some particularly activate pranic movement and 
the sympathetic nervous system, while others pacify or 
cool the system. These variations are intended for different 
types of people. Those suffering from hypertension should 
not do quick breathing, whereas those who are suffering 
from nervous depressions resulting in lethargy, laziness 
and low blood pressure must practise quick inspiration and 
expiration. Those who wish to improve the balance between 
the parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous systems should 
breathe in and out very, very slowly. 

Those who wish to have control of the autonomic nervous 
system should learn retention of the breath. The vitalizing 
practices rapidly create heat in the physical and subtle bodies, 
and such practices are more suitable for middle to advanced 
sadhakas. Beginners should always start with nadi shodhana 
to balance the breath and the flow of ida and pingala nadis, 
which relate to the parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous 
systems. 

Tranquillizing pranayama practices are those which 
pacify the body and mind. They simultaneously increase 
the pranic flow and arouse awareness of the subtle vibration 
of energy. Such forms of pranayama stimulate activity in 
the parasympathetic and central nervous systems. These 
techniques should be performed once the pranic flow is 
balanced. Therefore, they generally involve breathing 
through both the nostrils. 

There are different types of people, some are naturally 
introverted and some are always extroverted. Therefore, 
pranayama has to be understood according to this difference 
in the quality of the person. There is a pranayama known as 
bhastrika which is practised very rapidly. You go on breathing 
fast, after ten minutes you close your eyes and then you 
start practising meditation. This pranayama is for people 
who have a very active, restless mind. The people who are 
very restless, their mind does not stay at one point for even 
one second. If they are trying to concentrate on one point, 
after some seconds they find that their mind is thinking of 
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something else and they did not know it. It is for these people 
that bhastrika pranayama is very effective. 

Nadi shodhana is a very important pranayama because it 
purifies the nervous system. However, breathing in, breathing 
out and retaining the breath is not that easy. There is a 
system, a discipline, a method of breathing in and breathing 
out. There are other pranayamas, bhastrika and kapalbhati, 
which activate the nervous system. There are cooling 
pranayamas like kaki, sheetali and sheetkari. There are 
pranayamas for summer and winter. There are pranayamas 
for epilepsy, nervous depression and nervous breakdown, but 
nadi shodhana is the basic pranayama. 

Please remember that pranayama is not a breathing 
exercise. The inhalation and exhalation must have a ratio of 
one to two. If you are breathing in for five seconds you should 
breathe out for ten seconds. The ratio between inhalation 
and retention and exhalation has to be fixed properly, then 
only will it affect the brain. How to breathe in and what ratio 
you should maintain should be learnt from your teacher 
personally. 

There are many variations of pranayama although 
there are only three main processes of breathing. These 
are inspiration, retention and exhalation. In the various 
pranayamas any of these breathing processes may be over- 
emphasized or underemphasized. The three stages of 
pranayama are pooraka, rechaka and kumbhaka. When 
we breathe in or inhale, this is called pooraka, and when we 
breathe out or exhale, it is known as rechaka. When we hold 
the breath, it is said to be kumbhaka. Different pranayama 
techniques are included to develop your breathing capacity, 
which leads not only to better health but to an increased 
clarity and calmness of mind. 


Correct breathing 


In yoga the complete breath consists of abdominal (diaphrag- 
matic) breathing, chest (thoracic) breathing, and shoulder 
breathing. This has to be practised for some time until you 
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are able to train your system to breathe correctly. Complete 
breathing is done through the abdomen. In the beginning, 
practise with your hand on your navel. Relax all the tension 
in the chest and shoulders. Breathe a little deeper than 
natural and feel your abdomen expanding and contracting. 
When this is perfected — inhale, first expanding the abdomen 
and then the chest in one slow, smooth motion. When the 
maximum amount of air has been drawn into the lungs, 
the shoulders will raise automatically. Complete breathing 
will free you from colds, cough, allergic asthma, sinusitis, 
migraine and many other problems. 


Abdominal breathing 

Abdominal or diaphragmatic breathing is practised by 
enhancing the action of the diaphragm and minimizing 
the action of the ribcage. The diaphragm is a domed sheet 
of muscle that separates the lungs from the abdominal 
cavity and, when functioning correctly, promotes the most 
efficient type of breathing. It is the effect of the diaphragm 
rather than the diaphragm itself that is experienced as the 
stomach rises and falls, but sensitivity will come with practice. 
During inhalation the diaphragm moves downward, pushing 
the abdominal contents downward and outward. During 
exhalation the diaphragm moves upward and the abdominal 
contents move inward. 

Movement of the diaphragm signifies that the lower 
lobes of the lungs are being utilized. The proper use of the 
diaphragm causes equal expansion of the alveoli, improves 
lymphatic drainage from basal parts of the lungs, massages 
the liver, stomach, intestines and other organs that lie 
immediately beneath it, exerts a positive effect on the cardiac 
functions and coronary supply, and improves oxygenation of 
the blood and circulation. 

Abdominal breathing is the most natural and efficient way 
to breathe. However, due to tension, poor posture, restrictive 
clothing and lack of training, it is often forgotten. Once this 
technique again becomes a part of daily life and correct 
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breathing is restored, there will be a great improvement in 
the state of physical and mental wellbeing. 


Thoracic breathing 

Thoracic breathing utilizes the middle lobes of the lungs by 
expanding and contracting the ribcage. It expends more 
energy than abdominal breathing for the same quantity of 
air exchange. It is often associated with physical exercise and 
exertion, as well as stress and tension. However, the tendency 
in many people is to continue this type of breathing instead 
of abdominal breathing long after the stressful situation has 
passed, creating bad breathing habits and continued tension. 


Clavicular breathing 


Clavicular breathing is the final stage of total ribcage 
expansion. It occurs after the thoracic inhalation has been 
completed. In order to absorb a little more air into the lungs, 
the upper ribs and the collar bones are pulled upwards by 
the muscles of the neck, throat and sternum. This requires 
maximum expansion on inhalation and only the upper lobes 
of the lungs are ventilated. In daily life, clavicular breathing 
is only used under conditions of extreme physical exertion 
and when experiencing obstructive airway diseases such as 
asthma. 
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Yogic breathing 


Yogic breathing combines the previous three techniques. It is 
used to maximize inhalation and exhalation. Its purpose is 
to gain control of the breath, correct poor breathing habits 
and increase oxygen intake. It may be practised at any time 
and is especially useful in situations of high stress or anger 
for calming the nerves. However, while its inclusion in a daily 
yoga program will correct and deepen natural breathing 
patterns, yogic breathing itself should not be performed 
continually. 
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BALANCING PRANAYAMA 


Preliminary practice — samaveta pranayama 

The Sanskrit word samaveta means ‘together’. Therefore 
samaveta pranayama is a practice where one breathes through 
both the nostrils. This might seem to be an obvious and 
inconsequential statement, but the practice is so named to 
distinguish it from other techniques of pranayama where the 
flow of air is directed in one nostril by physically or mentally 
preventing the flow in the other nostril. Samaveta involves 
gentle and gradual development of internal breath retention. 
Over a period of weeks, the time of breath retention may 
slowly be increased from a second or so to a maximum of 
ten seconds. 

In samaveta one starts by practising rhythmic yogic 
breathing for a while. Once this is established, the practitioner 
simply holds the breath in briefly at the end of inhalation. 
In the beginning this may be for only one second. Gradually 
the capacity for retention will increase. This should happen 
naturally, without any forcing. The breathing should be as 
slow as is comfortable. 

This is an excellent practice to prepare the lungs for more 
advanced practices of pranayama. At the time of retention 
the amount of oxygen taken up by the blood and the amount 
of carbon dioxide which is discharged by the blood into 
the lungs is increased. When people breathe quickly and 
shallowly the exchange between the circulating blood and the 
lungs is quite small. The increased exchange during samaveta 
pranayama helps to revitalize the body and improve health. 
It lays the groundwork for the practice of pranayama with 
kumbhaka. 


Nadi shodhana pranayama 

The Sanskrit word nadi means psychic passage or specific 
pathway through which prana flows throughout the body. 
The word shodhana means purification. The nadis form a 
network of energy carrying channels. They are physical, 
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vital and psychic, carrying nervous impulses, pranic energy 
and thoughts respectively. Shodhana means the process 
of purification or throwing out of toxins and harmful 
elements. So the meaning is, ‘purification of the nadis’. This 
is a practice whereby the pranic pathways are purified and 
decongested. This allows the prana to flow freely throughout 
the body, bringing the physical body into the best possible 
health and calming the mind. 

Before the awakening of chakras, before purification of the 
chakras, before checking the functioning order of the chakras, 
one must purify the nadis. Purification of nadis is known as 
nadi shodhana or nadi shuddhi; purification of the chakras is 
chakra shodhana, chakra shuddhi. There are two important yogic 
practices for the purification of the nadis. One is known as 
shatkarma and the other as pranayama. Through the practice 
of the shatkarmas, the material aspect of the nadi is purified, 
through the practice of pranayama, the energy aspect of the 
nadi is purified, and both have to be taken care of. 

Nadi shodhana pranayama is so effective that it only 
has to be done for about ten minutes every morning; not 
even ten, five will suffice. It is a technique to correct the 
breathing. During this practice the abdomen, chest and 
shoulders expand to completely fill the lungs with oxygen. 
Nadi shodhana eliminates bronchitis, asthma, cough and 
cold. Retention of the breath gives control over the coronary 
walls and muscles. 

This physical body in its various levels, in its various 
compartments, has to be purified. What are those methods 
of purification, when should they be done and how should 
they be done? Nadi shodhana is dedicated to the purification 
of the nervous system. Here the nervous system means 
the parasympathetic and the sympathetic systems which 
need correction, which need balance, which need a proper 
metabolism. They are responsible for vitality, prana, and for 
the mental functions. 

There are four basic stages of nadi shodhana. Each stage 
should be mastered before proceeding to the next. According 
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to the yogic concept, the body is fine-tuned to absorb the 
prana shakti by willfully lengthening the inhalation and 
exhalation, and by creating a synchronicity of inhalation and 
exhalation. This is important, for control over the respiratory 
system has to be gradually developed over a period of 
time. Premature attempts at doing more advanced stages 
could lead to strain and injury of the respiratory system, 
and particularly to the very sensitive associated nervous 
system. This becomes evident when the different stages of 
nadi shodhana pranayama are studied. First one is taught 
to simply become aware of the breath, so that breathing is 
not an unconscious process. In order to create synchronicity 
of breath, there has to be consciousness of the breathing 
process. 


Nadi shodhana Stage 1 


Nadi shodhana pranayama is the 
practice in yoga in which you breathe 
through one nostril, retain the breath 
for some time, and then exhale the 
breath through the other nostril. 
When you breathe through one nostril, 
changes take place immediately in the 
corresponding brain hemisphere. So, 
when you breathe through the left 
nostril, you are actually activating 
the right side of the brain, and when 
you are breathing through the right 
nostril, you are activating the left side of the brain. Activity 
in the brain is very important as far as the physical body is 
concerned. Diseases like polio, muscular atrophy, multiple 
sclerosis and respiratory diseases are caused by imbalance 
in an area of the brain. Not only physical diseases but 
one’s emotional character is also influenced by the brain. 
Sometimes we are depressed, sometimes we are angry, and 
sometimes we are really unhappy. These are all manifesta- 
tions of what we call an imbalanced state in the brain. Nadi 
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shodhana pranayama brings about a state of purity in the 
nervous system. Remember that when your nervous system 
is agitated it will not allow your mind, your brain, your 
consciousness to rest. Therefore, purification of the nervous 
system is of utmost importance. 

Nadi shodhana with a ratio of 1:1 is most effective 
for balancing the air flow through the two nostrils. For 
this reason it is particularly useful before relaxation and 
meditation techniques. It develops a state of harmony in the 
individual so that he is neither too lethargic nor too active, 
too dull or too excitable. The pranic currents, or poles of ida 
and pingala, moon and sun, are brought into balance with 
each other, increasing the health of the whole body-mind 
complex. 

In nadi shodhana pranayama and other yogic practices, 
the two breath flows are artificially rendered equal, helping 
to induce the ideal situation for meditation. Therefore, it is 
highly recommended that the two breath flows be balanced 
before attempting any meditative techniques. Under this 
condition there is a balance between wakefulness to the 
outside world and total absorption or sleep in the inner 
psychic world of the mind. 


Nadi shodhana Stage 2 


The essential requirement of nadi shodhana is slow, deep and 
rhythmical breathing. This results in less number of breaths 
every minute, for as one breathes more deeply the frequency 
of respiration automatically decreases. In everyday life most 
people generally breathe in shallow gasps which utilize only 
a very small portion of the available lung capacity. As such, 
a lot of energy is used in breathing, with a relatively small 
return in terms of the energy that we induce into the body. 
In other words, we could easily induce the same or even 
more vital energy into the body, in the form of oxygen, and 
expend less muscular energy by breathing slowly, deeply 
and rhythmically. Rhythm too is important, for spasmodic, 
Jerky respiration also tends to use up far more muscular 
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energy than smooth and relaxed respiration. This is one of 
the reasons, although not the main one, for practising nadi 
shodhana pranayama: to train us to habitually breathe in a 
sensible and economical manner. 

In the first two stages of nadi shodhana pranayama the 
aim has been to direct the flow of breath through each of 
the nostrils separately. There are various good reasons for 
these practices. Firstly, the ability to control inhalation and 
exhalation is increased and the breathing rate is decreased 
at will. From this comes improved respiration, which results 
in more vitality and better health, as well as greater calmness 
in daily life situations. Remember that the breathing rate is 
directly related to emotions. In general, fast unrhythmical 
breathing is associated with anxiety, anger and other 
debilitating, negative emotions, while slow, rhythmical 
breathing is connected with relaxation, friendship, wellbeing 
and other positive emotions. Practice of stages 1 and 2 
nadi shodhana pranayama can help to bring about a more 
harmonious attitude and way of life. 

There are other important benefits obtainable from the 
first two stages of nadi shodhana. The breathing process 
is intimately linked with the flow of prana within the 
pranic body. The alternate breathing helps to unblock the 
channels through which this prana flows. Furthermore, the 
flow of prana through ida (moon) nadi and pingala (sun) 
nadi is balanced. These two channels play a large part 
in determining whether one thinks, on the one hand, or 
performs externally oriented activities; that is, whether one 
is extroverted or introverted. For good health it is essential 
that there is a reasonably equal balance between these two 
opposite modes of being during the day and nadi shodhana 
stages 1 and 2 help to bring this about. 

Another important benefit of balancing the flows of 
breath in the two nostrils is that the ida and pingala flows 
are simultaneously equalized. Sushumna can start to flow 
through the practice of asanas and the practice of relaxation 
in shavasana or yoga nidra, but if it does not come, nadi 
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shodhana must be done. By doing alternate nostril breathing 
twenty-five times, sushumna becomes free. This leads to 
peace of mind, a rare occurrence in the modern world. 
Furthermore, this condition of balance is conducive to the 
spontaneous occurrence of meditation. 

Nadi shodhana stages | and 2 are also essential to prepare 
the lungs and the nervous system for the next stage, namely 
breath retention. Without developing the ability to breathe 
slowly and with control, breath retention in the way practised 
in pranayama is impossible. It is easy to hold the breath once, 
but to hold the breath a number of times successively with 
intermittent inhalations and exhalations requires practice. 
This is one of the functions of the practice of nadi shodhana: 
to accustom the body for the higher practices involving 
breath retention. 
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Nadi shodhana Stage 3 — antar kumbhaka 

The inner retention of breath is called many names in 
Sanskrit: it is known as antar, antaranga, abhyantara or 
poorna kumbhaka. We will adopt the name antar kumbhaka, 
where the word antar means ‘inner’ and kumbhaka means 
‘breath retention’. In other words, antar kumbhaka is the 
practice where the breath is held inside the lungs. 

Antar kumbhaka has a marked influence on the flow of 
prana throughout the pranic body. Since there is a close 
relationship between the pranic body and mind, antar 
kumbhaka in turn allows one to gain some control over 
the mind. Unfortunately, most people have a mind that is 
in a continual state of disturbance and fluctuation. Antar 
kumbhaka slows down the tumultuous mind and transforms 
it into a state of peaceful one-pointedness, a prerequisite 
for the state of meditation. It is an excellent preparation for 
meditational techniques. 


Nadi shodhana Stage 4 — bahir kumbhaka 


Bahir kumbhaka is a very important part of pranayama 
practices and will bestow many benefits. At this stage in 
your pranayama practice you should start to practise outer 
retention. That is, it is time to supplement inhalation, 
exhalation and inner retention with retention of the breathing 
process when the lungs are deflated as much as possible. 
However, as we have already emphasized, you must slowly 
develop the capacity to retain the breath externally. Don’t try to 
hold the breath for too long in the beginning, even if at first it 
may seem easy. This applies particularly to outer retention, for 
this is a function that the lungs and associated nerves are rarely 
required to carry out. Each of us has held his or her breath 
many times, but almost invariably it is with an initial intake of 
air beforehand. That is, we generally take a deep inhalation 
before holding the breath. This applies in many sports, such as 
swimming. We do not normally empty the lungs immediately 
prior to holding the breath, but fill them to maximum capacity. 
Thus, people are more accustomed to inner retention. 
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The ideal ratio 

The ratio is important in pranayama because it is directly 
linked with the right and left hemispheres of the brain and 
with the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. 
There has to be a ratio in pranayama, not so much for the 
sake of oxygenation but in order to influence the brain. The 
important thing you have to remember is that for a beginner 
the ratio between inhalation and exhalation has to be 1:2 
because that does not disturb the natural relationship of the 
lungs and heart. 

Have you ever noticed that when you breathe in and then 
out, the response of the heart changes? It beats differently. 
Therefore, if you do not maintain the proper breathing ratio, 
you are changing the natural behaviour of the heart, which is 
not advisable in the beginning. It is advisable later on because 
you have to train your heart also. After three or four years, 
you should be able to practise pranayama with such a ratio 
that your heart can handle any tension, any stress and speed, 
so that it doesn’t get a heart attack. To have a strong heart, 
you need to have a higher ratio, but for a beginner, keep to 
the ratio 1:2. 

The ideal ratio, which will completely put the mind under 
control so that it can’t move, is 1:6:4:4, but one cannot start 
with this. One must start with the minimum ratio which is 
1:2. Later it can be increased to 1:3, 1:4, 1:5, and 1:6. After 
completing each round of nadi shodhana, the awareness 
is fixed at the eyebrow centre, and concentration on one’s 
symbol is begun. This is practised for a short time, maybe a 
minute or two, not more than that, then the second round 
is started. In between each round, practise concentration. If 
five rounds of pranayama are practised, then five rounds of 
concentration will be done. 

In the beginning the five rounds will take five minutes, 
but when one is properly established in the practice, five 
rounds will take three hours. At that stage, just one round 
is enough. When this one round of pranayama has been 
practised, that person is ready to start concentration. 
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Now, the subject of retention. It is safer to practise 
minimum retention in the beginning, because everybody 
has a different type of brain with different resistance and 
capacities. When you retain the breath, it is not only the brain 
which is affected, but the lungs, heart, circulatory system and 
the nervous system. It is safer to teach minimal retention in 
the beginning so that the full ratio becomes 1:1:2:1. For some 
people who have discomfort with external retention, that can 
be halved. 

Ratio in pranayama is important, deep breathing is not 
important. In relation to pranayama, the ratio between 
inhalation, retention and exhalation must be maintained 
in order to have balance, to have coordination between the 
heart, the nervous system, the lungs and the brain. 

The ratio depends on the aspirant. For some it could be 
1:1:2:1 and for some it could be 1:2:2:1. For others it could 
even be 1:4:2:2. It depends on one’s personal capacity and 
the extent of one’s practice. 

With this practice the consciousness is immediately 
affected. When the consciousness is affected, the veil is 
removed and light is experienced. Therefore, in one’s day- 
to-day practice, retention should be perfected. 


Precise timing 
The timing of one matra or count is very important. It is 
suggested to clap one and snap one, but this is disturbing 
and cumbersome. Counting is also inaccurate. Today a 
metronome can be used, but traditionally there were four 
ways to judge the time: 1. The time taken to circle the knee 
and snap the fingers; 2. The time taken to clap the hands 
three times; 3. The time taken for the breath to go in and 
out while in deep sleep; 4. The time taken to chant Om. Of 
course, during pranayama practice it is not practical to snap 
the fingers, etc. Counting has to be done mentally in a calm 
manner — one, Om, two, Om, three, Om... 

The best way to measure the breath is by the breath. 
In India this is done with the aid of the 24-syllable Gayatri 
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mantra. Every syllable of this mantra has a timing and 
emphasis which is shown by certain marks on, above or below 
it. If you practise, chant, or think of the mantra, the timing 
of the breath will not vary even by a fraction of a second. 
The safest procedure, in my opinion, is to take the Gayatri 
mantra as one unit, because the Gayatri mantra has twenty- 
four syllables. That is about the minimum vital capacity of 
every adult individual. People are not used to controlling or 
regulating the breath, but it is attainable. Even in normal 
times, if one just breathes in one Gayatri and out one 
Gayatri, then in one minute three to five breaths will have 
been taken. Perfection in pranayama is decided by the ratio 
and the synchronicity of breath at the time of inhalation and 
exhalation. 

So, you inhale for one quick repetition of Gayatri mantra, 
retain for one, exhale for two, and retain out for one. If you 
do not have the proper vital capacity, because you smoke a 
lot, live in closed rooms without fresh air, etc., you can use 
a smaller mantra such as Om Namah Shivaya, and make two 
repetitions one unit. 

When you have improved your habits, and therefore your 
vital capacity, you can increase the number of repetitions of 
the mantra for each unit. If, after a few years, you can inhale 
three Gayatri mantras, and exhale six Gayatri mantras, what 
a wonderful vital capacity you will have. Therefore, different 
teachers are teaching different ratios. It is perfectly alright 
and it is according to the standard and level of students. The 
Gayatri mantra intended for pranayama is: 


Om bhu, om bhuvaha, om suvaha, om mahaha, 

Om janaha, om tapaha, om satyam 

Om tatsaviturvarenyam 

Bhargo devasya dheemahi dhiyo yo nah prachodayaat 


The process is learning to lengthen inhalation and exhalation 
by incorporating a ratio. One inhalation should span the 
duration of the mental recitation of this Gayatri. Then, 
while the breath is being retained during the practice, the 
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mantra should be repeated twice. Again, during exhalation, 
the mantra should be repeated twice. This is elementary 
pranayama to the ratio of 1:2:2. Yogic texts say, “Breathe 
in one Gayatri, retain four Gayatris and breathe out two 
Gayatris.” This kind of instruction in yogic literature 
indicates the number of matras in a mantra. Nadi shodhana 
has been perfected and complete mastery over the breathing 
process has been attained when 1:4:2:2 Gayatri is perfected. 
That is twenty-four matras for inhalation multiplied by four 
times for internal retention, multiplied by two times for both 
exhalation and external retention. The ratio of the more 
advanced pranayama is 1:6:4:4. 

Gayatri mantra is ideal, but it is not compulsory. You 
can use any other mantra. However it is very difficult to 
tell exactly how many repetitions will be equal to the vital 
capacity. You will have to decide for yourself. 

Gayatri need not to be your personal mantra and it 
is not a personal mantra. Gayatri mantra is intended for 
pranayama. It relates to the breath. It is said that Gayatri is 
the pranic force, the life force. So, if you want to utilize your 
prana for concentration and meditation, you should practise 
Gayatri mantra with pranayama. 

Gayatri is the sound which makes your mind free from the 
clutches of the senses. You are not able to meditate because 
you are not able to make your mind free from the clutches 
of the senses. The greatest disturbing factor in meditation 1s 
the senses. Like a postman, every now and then, these senses 
bring the news and when they bring the news, they disturb 
the mind. So you have to render your mind free from the 
clutches of the senses and that is the role of Gayatri mantra. 
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TRANQUILLIZING PRACTICES 


Bhramari pranayama 


BSY © 


Bhramari, ‘the humming bee’ pranayama, is so called because 
the sound made during respiration imitates that of a black 
bee. It is the safest and best practice. In this practice the 
sound of a humming bee is produced. During bhramari 
pranayama, concentrate on the source of the sound in the 
brain and the effect of the gentle humming vibrations. 

It has been shown that continual, uninterrupted sound 
waves, such as the humming sound in bhramari, intensify 
alpha waves when they are registered by the brain. You can 
play this humming sound on a tape recorder to a high blood 
pressure patient, letting him lie down so that the earphone 
hums in his ear. Within half an hour his blood pressure will 
definitely fall because the alpha waves produced will lower 
the diastolic pressure. In America an earphone was invented 
with a little tape in it which played this humming sound very 
softly for ten or fifteen minutes. When the alpha waves were 
increased, the earphone was removed. This is like a magic 
pill, and many people in factories use it. Bhramari is the 
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best pranayama to relax your tensions and lower your blood 
pressure. 

Bhramari helps to awaken psychic sensitivity and 
awareness of subtle vibrations; this is why it is better to 
practise in the early hours of the morning or late at night 
when there are few external sounds. However, bhramari may 
be practised at any time to relieve mental tension, provided 
the surroundings are peaceful. 

Bhramari is both a pranayama and a practice of nada 
yoga. It is practised in a sitting position. In the scriptures, 
the heart centre is termed ‘the centre of unstruck sound’, 
and also, ‘the cave of the bees’. In bhramari pranayama 
the humming sound of the bees is produced and traced 
towards its source. This produces deep mental and emotional 
relaxation, making it extremely useful for those with cardiac 
disorders and other diseases characterized by a high level of 
mental tension, such as epilepsy and asthma. 

However, it must be learned correctly, because the whole 
process is subtle. It is a process of inner absorption into the 
humming sound, which is produced with gentle exhalation. 
The practice must take place effortlessly, without any strain 
to prolong the vibration unduly, or to make it loud. It should 
be spontaneous and it can be very soft. It is essentially 
an internal sound, and when the ears are blocked with 
the fingers, the practitioner continues to follow the inner 
vibration and discover the source. 


Ujjayi pranayama 

Ujjayi is one of the most important, yet one of the simplest 
pranayamas. It is a deep breathing practice which induces 
a meditative state. This is done by contracting the glottis a 
little bit, so that the breathing makes a fine hissing sound. 
When done correctly, ujjayi sounds soft like a cat purring or 
light snoring. When a healthy child sleeps at night, he always 
breathes by contracting his glottis, and the breath can be 
heard in his throat. Ujjayi is perfected by relaxing the breath 
rather than forcing it. If one concentrates on the throat and 
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relaxes the breath, it will feel as if the breathing is through 
the throat. Of course the breath goes through the nostrils, 
but the glottis is contracted so the feeling is stronger in the 
throat. 

In English, ujjayi is known as the ‘psychic breath’ because 
of its effect on the mind. However, the practice of psychic 
breathing begins with the natural breath. The higher stage 
of this practice is done with ujjayi, which is both deeper and 
longer. Initially, however, the aspirant merely becomes aware 
of his natural breathing. The only thing that has to be done 
is to be aware of the breath, to know one is breathing. The 
word ‘psychic’ enters into the picture when the awareness 
and breathing process become one; then it is called psychic 
breathing. Simultaneously a conscious effort is made to 
quieten the mind. Even if the mind interferes, if it wanders, 
the effort must be made to keep stopping it from interfering. 
It is important to have complete control over the process. 
After breathing 25 to 30 times in this way, a tendency to begin 
meditation arises. Ujjayi goes on for a few minutes then it 
tends to stop. Any such interruption of the pranayama must 
be prevented: one must maintain control. This practice is 
mainly used in conjunction with meditation techniques. 
However, those people who merely want to relax themselves 
can do ujjayi in conjunction with a meditation practice or 
shavasana. 

Ujjayi pranayama is a simple practice but it has many 
subtle influences on the body and brain, both physical and 
mental as well as pranic. The slow, deep breathing results in 
immediate calmness of the mind and body, and also brings 
the pranic body into harmony. Furthermore, the sound at 
the throat tends to soothe one’s whole being. If one remains 
aware of this sound for a reasonable period of time to the 
exclusion of other thoughts, the benefits are felt immediately. 

In the neck there are two remarkable organs called the 
carotid sinuses situated on each side of the main artery 
supplying the brain with blood, in front of the neck and 
just below the level of the jaws. These small organs help to 
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control and regulate blood flow and pressure. If there is any 
fall in blood pressure, it is detected by these two sinuses and 
the relevant message is sent directly to the brain centre. The 
brain responds immediately by increasing the heartbeat and 
contracting the arterioles (tiny blood vessels), thus raising 
the pressure to its normal level. Any rise in blood pressure is 
also detected by the carotid sinuses, which inform the brain 
and the opposite steps are taken to rectify the situation. 

Tension and stress are associated with high blood 
pressure. Ujjayi pranayama by applying a slight pressure 
on these sinuses in the neck causes them to react as though 
they have detected high blood pressure, with the result that 
the heartbeat and the blood pressure are reduced below 
normal. One becomes physically and mentally relaxed. This 
is the reason why ujjayi is so important in many meditational 
practices. It induces overall relaxation, which is essential for 
success in meditation. Ujjayi pranayama is a tranquillizing 
pranayama used throughout prana vidya. 


COOLING PRANAYAMA PRACTICES 


Most yogic practices tend to overheat the body. Sheetali and 
sheetkari pranayama, as well as kaki mudra, on the other 
hand, cool down the body. They can therefore be done after 
other yogic practices to restore heat balance in the body. 
Prolonged practice of pranayama is not generally advisable 
during hot weather. Sheetali, sheetkari and kaki mudra, 
however, can be done without fear. 

Besides cooling the physical body, these three practices 
also cool the mind and soothe away mental tension. They are 
therefore useful for alleviating psychosomatic diseases such 
as high blood pressure. The practices also purify the blood 
and improve digestion. 

Strange changes are occurring in the climates of the 
world: temperate countries are undergoing scorching 
summers, droughts, etc., while tropical and dry countries are 
having harsh winters and wet summers. The cause is variously 
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attributed to atomic bomb blasts, sunspot activity, change in 
the tilt of the earth, the arrival of the Satya Yuga, the Age of 
Truth, the end of the world and so forth. The only thing that 
most people are really certain of is their own discomfort at 
these climatic changes. 

Those people who are now experiencing cold weather 
can do bhastrika pranayama etc. to heat up the body. 
Those who are experiencing excessive heat, however, are 
strictly prohibited from prolonged practice of most forms 
of pranayama. The only types they are advised to do are the 
three cooling pranayamas since they directly help to cool 
down the body. Many people may find these practices useful, 
perhaps those who live in tropical, arid climates. 


Sheetali pranayama (cooling 
breath) 
The Sanskrit word sheetali 
means ‘cooling’ or ‘relaxing’. 
This type of pranayama is so 
called because it cools down the 
body and relaxes the mind. In 
English it is usually called ‘the 
cooling pranayama’ or ‘cooling 
breath’. It also means calm, 
passionless, unemotional. Like sheetkari, this pranayama 
was specifically designed to reduce the body temperature. 
However, these practices not only cool and calm the physical 
body, they affect the mind in the same way. By practising this 
pranayama a cooling effect is experienced throughout the 
body. Sheetali purifies the blood and removes high blood 
pressure. It gives mental, muscular and psychic calmness. 
There is only a slight difference between sheetkari and 
sheetali. In sheetkari awareness is focused on the hissing 
sound and in sheetali it is kept on the cooling sensation of 
the breath. There are also minor differences which affect 
different parts of the nervous system, but ultimately the 
impulses are sent to the central nervous system and brain. 
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The benefits of sheetali and sheetkari are basically the 
same. These two practices are unique because inhalation is 
done through the mouth. In every other yogic practice, and in 
breathing in general, breathing is through the nose. When one 
breathes through the teeth or tongue the air is cooled by the 
saliva and this cools the blood vessels in the mouth, throat and 
lungs. In turn, the stomach, liver and whole body are cooled. 


Sheetkari pranayama 

The sound shee or sheet is made 
during inhalation in this prac- 
tice. The Sanskrit word kari 
means ‘that which produces’. 
Therefore, sheetkari can be trans- 
lated as the pranayama that 
produces the sound ‘shee’ and 
it also produces coolness. In 
English the practice is usually 
called ‘the hissing breath’. Just as an animal pants in the heat 
to cool the body, when one inhales through the mouth it cools 
the tongue, oral cavity and throat, therefore the inhaled air 
is cooler and the cooling effect is also felt in other regions. 

It is said that through the practice of sheetkari the whole 
body comes under the control of the practitioner. In fact, 
perfection of any of the pranayamas leads to control of the 
body mechanisms, stabilization of the mental tendencies and 
deeper awareness of the mind-body complex. 

Sheetkari particularly works on the aspect of the heat 
and cold in the body. Control of any two opposite forces 
in the body-mind leads to control of the other aspects of 
the physical, mental, emotional and psychic makeup. Yogi 
Swatmarama specifically mentions that sheetkari eliminates 
indolence and the need and desire to eat, drink and sleep. 

In the practice of sheetkari the breath is inhaled through 
the teeth, while in sheetali it is inhaled through the rolled 
tongue. About one-third of the population is unable to roll 
the tongue into a tube and will need to use sheetkari. 
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Kaki mudra (crow’s beak) 
This practice is really a 
mudra, but we regard it as a 
pranayama practice because 
of its close similarity to sheetali 
and sheetkari pranayama. 
The word kaki means crow. 
This practice is so called 
because, during inhalation, the 
mouth is shaped like a crow’s 
beak. In English it is usually 
called ‘the crow’s beak’. It is also said that regular practice 
of this mudra leads to a disease-free, long life that is often 
associated with the crow. 


Shape of the lips 

The two lips should be pursed together leaving a small 
tube through which the air may be inhaled. The tongue 
should be relaxed. Practitioners should be thoroughly 
familiar with nasikagra drishti prior to commencing this 
technique. The eyes must be kept open throughout the 
practice and nasikagra drishti should be continuous. If the 
eyes become tired, relax them for as long as necessary before 
recommencing the practice. 

Kaki mudra cools the body and mind and soothes mental 
tensions. In addition to the benefits of nasikagra drishti, 
the act of pursing the lips in this practice, together with the 
contact of the indrawn air with the membranes of the mouth, 
stimulates digestive secretions, aiding the digestive process 
generally. It balances the temperature of the body when 
performed after heating pranayamas. 
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HEATING AND VITALIZING PRANAYAMAS 


Bhastrika pranayama 

In bhastrika pranayama, one should breathe in and 
out rapidly using only the abdomen. The movement 
of the chest should be minimized. There will be some 
movement of the chest, of course, but it should be passive. 
The respiration should be performed by conscious and 
accentuated movement of the abdomen. Some will find this 
difficult, for the abdominal muscles will have become lazy 
through lack of use. But with practice you will find it easier 
and easier as you regain the normal muscular control of 
the abdomen during breathing. This practice is especially 
recommended for those people who don’t breathe correctly. 
While practising bhastrika, your diaphragm should remain 
absolutely quiet. Only the abdomen has to move in and 
out like the blacksmith’s bellows. There should be no other 
movement in the body. It should be like a statue while 
practising bhastrika. Gradually the speed of respiration must 
increase. 

In the course of practice, the frequency, rapidity, depth 
and velocity of bhastrika becomes more and more terrible. 
But regardless of what velocity bhastrika attains, the body 
must remain motionless like a statue. You can close your eyes 
during the practice. If you prefer to keep them open, fix 
them on some point. Open or closed there should be total 
fixity throughout the practice. Continue with bhastrika until 
the breath stops by itself. Then discontinue the practice. 

Bhastrika pranayama produces inner heat, both gross 
and subtle. The inner fire of the mind-body is stoked. This 
heat burns up impurities, whether physical impurities such 
as toxins, pranic blockages, or mental neuroses. The Sanskrit 
word tapas means ‘to burn one’s impurities’. Bhastrika 
pranayama is one method, a very direct method of self- 
purification through tapas. 
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Correct method of rapid respiration 

It is widely believed that most of the breathing process is 
induced by expansion and contraction of the chest. This is 
totally wrong, or rather it is if one breathes correctly. Most 
of the air is induced into the lungs because of expansion and 
contraction of the abdomen. Some air is drawn into the lungs 
because of chest expansion, but not as much as by abdominal 
induction. 


Rest between rounds 

Bhastrika is a dynamic practice and requires a large expen- 
diture of physical energy. This will apply more to beginners, 
who lack control over their abdominal muscles. You should 
not exhaust yourself. If you wish you can take a short rest 
between each full round. That is, you can breathe in and out 
slowly a few times with complete relaxation before continuing 
the next round. 

With practice you will find that you do not require much 
energy to rapidly expand and contract the abdomen. It will 
almost move spontaneously without effort. In this case you 
can dispense with these periods of rest. 


Wandering tendency of the mind 
During the practice of pranayama, the mind has a natural 
tendency to run away in the multitude of thoughts and 
emotions which arise. This happens particularly during the 
practice of bhastrika pranayama. Thoughts come rapidly 
and the awareness is easily swept away by their force. It is not 
sufficient to merely perform pranayama mechanically, while 
the awareness is dissipating and rambling in the quagmire of 
illusory thoughts and visions, there must be concentration on 
the present moment. Mind, body and prana must cooperate 
together so that the three start to work in unison. Therefore, 
there has to be a method for concentration throughout the 
practice. 

Concentration during bhastrika must be on counting 
the breaths, up to 100, 200, 300, 400, or more. Kumbhaka 
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is then held with uddiyana, jalandhara and moola bandhas 
and concentration respectively on mooladhara, manipura 
and vishuddhi chakras, followed by correct release of the 
bandhas. In this way, another round should be practised. If 
one can hold the awareness, the quality and depth of dharana, 
concentration, will improve. In fact, dhyana, meditation, 
results from deep concentration in bhastrika. 


Kapalbhati 

The word kapala means ‘forehead’ or ‘frontal lobe of the 
brain’; bhatt is ‘bellows’, the instrument used by a village 
blacksmith to create air drafts for his forge. Kapalbhati can 
therefore be translated as ‘frontal brain bellowing’. In this 
practice, the lungs are the bellows which suck air in and out 
of the body. Associated with this flow of air are subtle pranic 
currents. Some of these currents can be clearly felt inside 
the forehead. They pulsate in rhythm with the bellowing of 
the lungs; that is, pranic bellowing occurs in the front of the 
brain. Hence the name of the practice. This process brings 
purification of this region. 

In both kapalbhati and bhastrika, the respiration is rapid, 
but in kapalbhati the emphasis is on exhalation, whereas 
in bhastrika the inhalation and exhalation are equalized. 
During bhastrika the practitioner is aware of the movement 
of the abdomen and gains progressive control over it, while 
in kapalbhati attention is focused on the frontal region of the 
brain. 


As a shatharma 

The last of the six shatkarmas in the Hatha Yoga Pradipika 
and Gheranda Samhita is kapalbhati. This is a pranayama 
technique which invigorates the entire brain and awakens the 
dormant centres which are responsible for subtle perception. 
In English it is called the ‘frontal brain cleansing’ technique. 
Whereas other pranayamas require a somewhat purified 
system, kapalbhati does not, as it purifies; so it comes under 
the shatkarmas. 
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Meditative practice 

Kapalbhati is one of the best preparatory techniques for 
meditative practice. It empties the mind of thoughts, 
emotional feelings and excessive visions. It induces a tranquil, 
receptive state of mind. From our experience, the ideal 
practice to follow after kapalbhati is chidakasha dharana. 


Reversal of nerve reflexes 

It is similar to bhastrika pranayama except that exhalation 
is emphasized and inhalation is the result of forcing the 
air out. In normal breathing, inhalation is active and 
exhalation is passive. Normal breathing is characterized 
by active contraction of only the inspiratory muscles, such 
as the diaphragm and the external intercostals; expiration 
occurs passively on the cessation of this contraction of the 
internal intercostals. Kapalbhati reverses that process so 
that exhalation becomes active and inhalation passive. This 
induces a reversal in the flow of the nerve impulses to and 
from the brain, bringing about stimulation and awakening of 
the brain centres. This is one reason for the brain-stimulating 
effect of kapalbhati, at least on a physiological basis. It should 
be noted that the expiratory muscles usually only come into 
action when there is obstruction to respiration, or when there 
is a great need of extra oxygen in the system. 

Kapalbhati is an excellent practice that purifies the frontal 
portion of the brain, massages the abdominal organs and 
improves respiration. It is also a powerful method of waking 
up the mind. The frontal lobes of the brain are cleared by 
speeding up the blood flow. At a more subtle level it also 
stimulates pranic flow in the same region. After ten rounds 
of kapalbhati it is impossible to sleep. Try it! Therefore, it 
can be used to energize the mind for mental work when you 
feel tired, and to remove sleepiness early in the morning. It 
is an ideal practice to do immediately before commencing 
meditation techniques. 

The effects of kapalbhati and bhastrika are similar, but 
due to the forced and longer exhalation, kapalbhati affects 
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the brain differently. In his book, Pranayama: The Yoga of 
Breathing, Andre van Lysebeth describes a physiological 
phenomenon in which, during normal inhalation, the 
fluid around the brain is compressed causing the brain to 
contract slightly. With exhalation this cerebrospinal fluid is 
decompressed and the brain slightly expands. This is the 
mechanical influence of the respiratory cycle on the brain 
itself. Forced exhalation in kapalbhati increases the massaging 
effect on the brain by enhancing the decompression effect on 
every exhalation. 

The average number of breaths being fifteen per minute, 
the brain is compressed and decompressed that many times, 
but in kapalbhati, one is breathing fifty to one hundred times, 
stimulating the brain three to seven times more than normal 
per round. Kapalbhati also expels more carbon dioxide 
and other waste gases from the cells and lungs than normal 
breathing. 


Surya bheda pranayama 

Surya bheda pranayama is concerned with stimulating and 
awakening energy within the physical and pranic bodies. The 
practice can be described as a psychic supercharger. The sun 
represents pingala nadi (the pranic pathway associated with 
energy in the human framework) and the flow of the breath 
through the right nostril. 

Surya bheda pranayama means ‘piercing the sun’. By the 
very name of this pranayama, the left nostril is completely 
out of the picture, because the right nostril is associated with 
pingala nadi, which represents the dynamic energy of the 
sun. Now, when practising surya bheda pranayama, what is 
the purpose? The purpose is to activate, to awaken, to create 
an effect in the left hemisphere of the brain, not the right. 
The right must be excluded! If someone wants to include the 
right hemisphere of the brain, then why practise surya bheda? 
Practise nadi shodhana! In nadi shodana pranayama, there 1s 
an alternating impact on the right and left hemispheres due 
to the alternation of the breath through each nostril. 
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In this pranayama pingala nadi is activated by breathing 
in through the right nostril. Surya bheda pierces pingala 
and activates prana shakti in this nadi. It also balances the 
two doshas, kapha, mucus and pitta, bile. Stimulation of 
the sympathetic nervous system and pingala nadi removes 
dullness from the body and mind, and the heat produced 
through the practice burns up impurities in the body. 

Surya bheda can also be practised by inhaling and 
exhaling through the right nostril only. However, when one 
only breathes through the right nostril, ida nadi and the 
functions of the left nostril are shut off. By exhaling through 
the left nostril there is a release of energy and any impurities 
that remain in ida. By inhaling through the right nostril, the 
prana is drawn into pingala, and by retaining the breath after 
inhalation, the prana is kept in pingala. 

If pingala nadi naturally predominates during the 
day, it is not advisable to practise this pranayama. When 
pingala flows, the mind and senses are extroverted, 
the left-brain hemisphere functions, the sympathetic 
nervous system is active and the body is heated. Pingala 
should not be made to function excessively, it should 
be in harmony with the functioning of ida. Unlike nadi 
shodhana pranayama, which balances the breath and brain 
hemispheres, surya bheda predominantly works on half the 
system. It stimulates the sympathetic nervous system and 
decreases the parasympathetic functions. 
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MISCELLANEOUS PRANAYAMAS 


Moorchha pranayama 

The word moorchha means 

‘fainting’. Moorchha prana- 

yama can be called the 

‘fainting pranayama’. It is 

so called because it induces 

a state of light-headedness 

and swoon. Through this A p 
pranayama the experience Ce N 

of conscious unconscious- < 

ness is meant to arise, but Jf EFN 
it must be learned under — 
expert guidance. 

The word moorchha implies insensibility of mind, 
meaning the conscious mind. This pranayama clears the 
mind of unnecessary thoughts and reduces awareness of 
the senses and external world, producing a psychic state of 
introversion. Therefore, it is an excellent preparation for 
meditation and enhances concentration practices. It helps 
reduce anxiety and mental tension, inducing relaxation and 
inner awareness. 

Moorchha pranayama is only to be done by advanced 
practitioners who have purified their bodies and who have a 
good capacity to retain the breath. With practice, the number 
of rounds can be increased and gradually extended from five 
minutes up to ten minutes. However, 1f there is any feeling 
of light-headedness, the practice must be stopped. There 
are many pranayamas, practices which can cause nada to 
manifest, one of them is moorchha pranayama. 


Physiological reason for fainting 
The fainting sensation and light-headedness arise due to the 
following reasons: 

Pressurization of the carotid sinuses in the throat by the 
combined practices of ujjayi pranayama, khechari mudra 
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and jalandhara bandha. The carotid sinuses are located in 
the neck beside the carotid artery which supplies the brain 
with its vital supply of oxygenated blood. These sinuses are 
sensitive to pressure and they regulate the heart rate and 
pressure and match it with respiration. They are vital in 
maintaining the oxygen balance of the body, among other 
things. During moorchha pranayama these sinuses are 
compressed continuously; this reduces the blood flow to the 
brain and directly induces fainting. 

Kumbhaka further reduces the oxygen supply to the 
brain. This becomes especially noticeable if kumbhaka is 
held for a long time. The brain is hypoventilated. This 
leads to fainting. These two influences, compression of the 
carotid sinuses and kumbhaka, supplement each other and 
anaesthetize the mind so that it becomes one-pointed. All 
mental fluctuations are stilled. 


Chaturtha pranayama 

There are many pranayamas expounded in yogic literature. 
All of them are beneficial in so far as they energize the lungs, 
stimulate the digestive fire, regulate the breathing system 
and calm the mind, but they are not handy in the sense that 
they cannot be practised at any place or time, or in front 
of anyone. For instance, one would certainly feel awkward 
practising bhastrika, kapalbhati, sheetali or sheetkari while 
travelling in a train. Hence we need a handy pranayama 
which is practicable at any place, or even in front of a person 
without being noticed. 

Let me acquaint you with a handy edition of pranayama 
called rhythmic pranayama, technically known as chaturtha 
pranayama. The beauty and speciality about this pranayama 
is that it can be practised throughout the day at any place 
and unobtrusively, yet it bestows mental peace and elevation 
much quicker than any other pranayama. The practice is 
simple: inhalation, pooraka, and exhalation, rechaka, with 
equal duration. If you inhale for five pulse beats, exhale for 
the same time span, making the duration of pooraka equal to 
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that of rechaka. Gradually, the duration must be prolonged 

and stabilized by inhaling slowly and exhaling for the same 

duration. 

Chaturtha pranayama is both a pranayama and a 
meditative practice. It combines breathing, mantra and 
chakra awareness. It is a very powerful technique that is not 
widely taught. 

The Sanskrit word chaturtha means ‘the fourth’. There are 
two reasons for this name: 

1. The first three types of pranayama are widely regarded as 
pooraka, rechaka and kumbhaka or inhalation, exhalation 
and retention. Chaturtha pranayama is said to be the 
fourth type that follows them. In this case the English 
translation can be ‘the fourth pranayama’. 

2. According to the Mandukya Upanishad, there are four 
states of awareness. These are firstly, jagrat, waking state, 
which corresponds to the externalized perception of the 
world; secondly, swapna, the dream state, which corres- 
ponds to perception of the subconscious mind; thirdly, 
sushupti, dreamless state, which corresponds to intuitive 
perception of the collective unconscious; and finally, 
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turiya, the fourth or chaturtha, which is the transcen- 

dental state where words and definitions fail to reach. 
Pranayama is a method of inducing a new dimension of 
awareness by the manipulation of prana. Chaturtha prana- 
yama is one method of many which induces the fourth state 
of superconsciousness. In this case it can be translated as ‘the 
pranayama of the fourth state’. Chaturtha pranayama is said 
to lead to the fourth dimension. 

This pranayama becomes prolonged as well as subtle after 
considerable practice, culminating in sudden introversion of 
the chitta. If there is tamoguna in the practitioner, chaturtha 
pranayama will induce sound sleep. If there is rajoguna in 
the sadhaka it will induce dreams. If there is a combination 
of all the gunas in the sadhaka, it will first induce dreams and 
later on, sound sleep. When there is an abundance of sattwa 
holding sway over rajas and tamas, chaturtha pranayama 
will bring about true visions and dreams and then sleep. In 
the case of pure sattwa prevailing, chaturtha pranayama will 
culminate in samprajnata samadhi or viveka khyati, a state 
that is neither dream nor sleep. 

If a sadhaka is above the three gunas and there is an 
abundance of true vairagya in him, chaturtha pranayama 
will establish him in his real swaroopa. Full-time sadhakas 
can practise chaturtha pranayama throughout the day 
without any harm or bringing about heat, unconsciousness, 
dryness, or pressure on the heart, etc. Of course, the golden 
rule is always that one should proceed gradually, taking into 
consideration one’s physical as well as mental limitations. 


Plavini pranayama 

Plavana means ‘to float’. According to the hatha yoga texts, 
plavini pranayama enables one to float on water. It is an 
unusual form of pranayama which is similar to vatsara dhauti, 
except the air is retained in the stomach and intestines and 
not expelled immediately. This pranayama is rarely taught 
and little has ever been written about it. It is a practice that 
is generally handed down from guru to disciple. 
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6 


General Guidelines 
for Practice 


Preparation 


In the systematic science of hatha yoga, one must first of all 
prepare the physical body as it is the grossest manifestation 
of prana. Activate the prana through asana, then practise 
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pranayama to purify the energy channels and to process and 
balance the prana. Then perform mudras to channel the 
prana and arouse different faculties of the mind, and bandhas 
to draw prana upward from the lower centres. 

The nostrils and the science of pranayama allow us to 
influence the body and mind by influencing the nervous 
system and psychic energy at the more subtle levels of our 
being. The nostrils are switches which can do more than 
merely alleviate disease. By controlling the speed, rate, 
rhythm, length and duration of the breath, by altering 
the ratio of inhalation to exhalation in the nostrils and 
by stopping the breath, we can activate or tone down 
neurological and mental processes so as to achieve heighten- 
ed awareness and altered states of consciousness. 

Different kinds of pranayama have been explained so far. 
It is not necessary to practise all of them daily. Their practice 
should be gradually increased day by day. Ten minutes of 
regular practice is sufficient for maintaining good health. It 
is for one’s own judgement to decide which pranayama one 
should practise, depending on one’s capacity. Cast off any 
misapprehensions you have in your mind and practise three 
or four pranayamas regularly every day. You will realize and 
appreciate their beneficial effects for yourself. 

If you want to achieve transcendental experience, the 
practices of hatha yoga and pranayama should be perfected. 
The rules and recommendations should also be observed. 
This does not mean giving up all the pleasures in life, but 
as you well know, you can never have your cake and eat it 
too. With the decision to step into another dimension of 
consciousness, one must be ready to sacrifice some of those 
things which are definitely detrimental to the practice of 
pranayama and hatha yoga. Therefore, remember that the 
practices of hatha yoga, asana and pranayama are ultimately 
intended for developing the quality of human consciousness, 
not just the mind or body. Pranayama is for all people 
regardless of age and physical or mental condition. 
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Shatkarma for pranayama 

There are two differing opinions about the necessity of 
practising the shatkarmas prior to pranayama. Some hatha 
yoga teachers say that one should first clean the nadis 
through shatkarmas so that pranayama will be effective. 
Others believe that pranayama alone will remove the 
blockages in the nadis and balance all elements of the body. 
Both opinions are correct, but which to follow? In the Hatha 
Yoga Pradipika it says (2:37): 


Praanaayaamaireva sarve prashushyanti malaa iti. 
Aachaaryaanaam tu keshaanchidanyatkarma na sammatam. 


According to some teachers, pranayama alone removes 
impurities and therefore they hold pranayama in esteem 
and not the other techniques. 


Shatkarmas provide a quick method of rebalancing mucus, 
bile and wind. If the body is first cleansed through shatkarma, 
pranayama will maintain that state of cleanliness. If one 
has excess mucus, bile or wind and practises pranayama 
only, the energy generated through pranayama will all be 
spent in rectifying the state of imbalance. If, however, the 
body is healthy, the nadis are clean and the whole system 
is functioning in harmony, pranayama can be practised 
without any need for shatkarma. If there is a slight imbalance, 
pranayama alone will be sufficient to rectify any problem. 

Excess mucus is the major obstacle which prevents 
pranayama practice. When the nose or respiratory tract 
is completely blocked, pranayama is impossible, so one 
will definitely have to resort to neti, kunjal or even laghoo 
shankhaprakshalana. For nasal congestion, neti and kunjal 
are sufficient, but for respiratory congestion, asthma 
or bronchitis, the three karmas will be necessary. In the 
Hatharatnavali it is written (1:58): 


Karmaashtabhirgatasthaulyam kaphamedo malaadhikah. 
Praanaayaamam tatah kuryaadanaayaasena sidhyati. 
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The aspirant should do pranayama after getting rid of 
corpulence, phlegm, fat and other impurities by means 
ofthe eight purificatory processes. Then he will succeed 
in yoga without much difficulty. 


Although the shatkarmas are powerful and effective purifiers 
and harmonizers, pranayama has to be practised afterwards 
to maintain the balance they have created. Otherwise 
impurities will again accumulate and the body will fall back 
into its old patterns. 


It is important to practise 
neti kriya before practising 
pranayama. This cleanses the 
nasal passages. Those who 
suffer from hyperacidity, 
should practise kunjal kriya, 
which cleanses the stomach. 
Without regular cleansing of 
the body’s internal systems, 
maximum benefits from yoga 
practices will not be gained. 
Without purification of the 
body one will not be ready 
for the higher practices of 
yoga. These practices are used 
before pranayama and other 
higher yoga practices in order 
to purify the body of toxins 
and to ensure safe and suc- 
cessful progression along the 
spiritual path. When the body 
is free, the mind also functions 
properly. 

Shatkarma purifies the whole system and removes 
blockages on the paths of ida and pingala. When there are 
no blockages on these paths, the breath in both the nostrils 
flows systematically. The practices of shatkarma ultimately 
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bring about a union of ida and pingala, and when ida and 
pingala unite, sushumna awakens. 

Proper assimilation and excretion have to be established. 
The body has three faults: kapha, pitta and vata. Their 
imbalance causes disease. In the Hatha Yoga Pradipika it is 
written (2:36): 


Shatkarmanirgatasthaulyakaphadoshamalaadikah. 
Praanaayaamam tatah kuryaadanaayaasena siddhyati. 


By the six karmas, (shatkarmas), one is freed from 
excesses of the doshas. Pranayama can then be practised 
and success achieved without strain. 


Before commencing pranayama, any imbalance in the doshas 
should be removed — excess body fat should be reduced, 
mucus blocking the respiratory tract should be removed and 
gas in the stomach and intestines eliminated. In the Hatha 
Yoga Pradipika it states (2:21): 


Medashleshmaadhikah poorvam shatharmaani samaacharet. 
Anyastu naacharettaan doshaanaam samabhaavatah. 


When fat or mucus is excessive, shatkarma, the six 
cleansing techniques, should be practised before 
pranayama. Others, in whom the doshas, i.e. phlegm, 
wind and bile, are balanced, should not do them. 


One should make the body strong by regular practice of 
asanas and ensure that the body is purified. Pranayama itself 
will do this, but the shatkarmas, such as shankhaprakshalana 
and neti, are perfectly suited for removing gross impurities. 

When you practise pranayama, you must practise neti 
first. It is necessary for people having fits, like epilepsy, 
hysteria, migraine and adenoids. Nasal blockage makes it 
very difficult to practise pranayama. One should definitely 
not breathe through the mouth unless a particular pranayama 
practice requires it. Therefore, jala neti should be done when 
necessary before beginning the practice. 
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In particular, we recommend sutra neti 
as an excellent preparatory method for 
all types of pranayama techniques. For 
example, sutra neti will be most useful 
if done immediately before practising 
nadi shodhana pranayama. It will 
encourage the freest possible flow of 
breath through the alternate nostrils. 
The importance of physical purity is 
indicated in the scriptures such as the 
Yoga Chudamani Upanishad (v. 94): 


When the entire nervous system is purified of all 
impurities, then the yogi is able to hold his breath for 
long periods of time. 


Diet 

When practising pranayama the stomach must be completely 
empty, and after the practice food should not be taken for 
at least half an hour. Light, easily digestible and nourishing 
food facilitates pranayama practice. 

A balanced diet of protein, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins 
and minerals is suitable for most pranayama practices. Eat 
vegetarian food that is fresh, clean and easily digestible, and 
eat in moderation. A combination of grains, pulses, fresh 
fruit and vegetables, with some milk products, if necessary, 
is recommended. When commencing pranayama practice, 
constipation and a reduction in the quantity of urine may be 
experienced. In the case of dry motions, stop taking salt and 
spices, and drink plenty of water. In the case of loose motions, 
stop the practices for a few days and go on a diet of rice and 
curd or yoghurt. See that you don’t have constipation; if it is 
there; remove it by asana and special diet. 

Concerning food, it is very difficult to practise pranayama 
correctly if the stomach and intestines are completely full. 
This prevents the contraction and expansion of the abdomen 
during deep respiration. There is a saying by the ancient 
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yogis: “Fill half your stomach with food, one quarter with 
water and the remaining quarter with air.” In order to gain 
the most benefits from pranayama, reasonable moderation 
in eating is essential. 

When a sadhaka starts to practise pranayama the body 
metabolism undergoes a change. The heart rate and blood 
pressure are activated and all body processes are energized. 
Digestive secretions and excretory processes are stimulated. 
To help maintain balance until the body adjusts, it is advised 
to take milk because it has a neutralizing effect on the body 
and helps lubricate the system. Milk products help increase 
the fats which are important for insulating the body when 
the prana is increased. Otherwise, if fats are quickly used one 
may ‘blow a fuse’ in the energy system. If the fats are burnt 
up before they are distributed, lymphatic mechanisms are in- 
creased. The lymphatic system releases fats into the body from 
the digestive tract. Pranayama directly affects this mechanism. 

There is another important factor; milk contains animal 
proteins which have a direct effect on the body and mind. 
Pranayama can awaken an altered state of consciousness, 
but the animal proteins help maintain normal conscious 
functioning. If psychic experiences occur too rapidly, before 
the mind is ready, there will be difficulties coping. Once the 
whole system is adjusted, it is not necessary to take milk. 

For those who are practising a lot of pranayama, the 
adoption of a simple, balanced and pure diet is vital. In some 
forms of sadhana there are no restrictions, unless a person 1s 
suffering from a serious disease. However, vegetarianism is 
a must for those who want to practise pranayama for higher 
concentration. The more advanced stages of pranayama 
require a change in diet and a guru should be consulted for 
guidance on this. 


Posture 


In the practice of pranayama, first of all you have to 
assume a steady posture. The best postures are padmasana, 
siddhasana and siddha yoni asana. Padmasana is traditionally 
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regarded as one of the best 
postures for pranayama and 
pratyahara as it allows the 
body to be held completely 
steady for long periods of 
time. As the body is steadied, 
the mind becomes calm and 
gives a firm foundation for 
concentration. Those who can 
sit in padmasana should sit in 
that posture with a peaceful 
mind. One thing to be taken 
care of is that the spinal cord 
should remain straight and 
vertical. The head and the 
neck should also remain 
erect. One can sit in whatever 
posture one likes; the point to 
remember is that it should be 
quite comfortable so that there 
may be no necessity to change 
position during the practice. 

In all the meditative 
asanas, except vajrasana, the 
legs are folded so that they 
form a triangular base. This 
prevents the body from top- 
pling either backwards or 
forwards. Furthermore, in this 
position the arms and hands 
can be placed in a comfortable 
position on the knees or in the 
lap. In this position they are 
not likely to cause any distur- 
bance. 

Three asanas — padm- 
Siddha yoni asana 5e asana, siddhasana and siddha 
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yoni asana — are considered 
the best and a sincere 
practitioner should aim at 
eventually mastering one of 
these three. Beginners are 
not expected to be able to 
sit in these three preferred 
asanas immediately, for they 
require flexibility of the legs. 
This suppleness can only be 
attained with regular prac- 
tice over a period of time. 
In this case, meditation 
and pranayama practices 
can be performed using a 
simpler sitting position. For 
this purpose swastikasana, 
ardha padmasana and vajr- 
asana are excellent asanas. 
Furthermore, they progres- 
sively loosen up the legs so 
that one can eventually sit 
in padmasana, siddhasana 
or siddha yoni asana. The 
three simpler asanas are all 
splendid sitting positions as 
they keep the back upright, 
provide a good area of con- 
tact with the floor, and are 
reasonably steady. Each per- 
son must choose through 
personal experience which is 
most suitable. 

If one cannot sit in any 
of these asanas, either sukh 
asana or veerasana can be 
used. These are both reason- 
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Sukhasana 


ably good sitting positions, but not as beneficial as the other 
sitting poses for the back easily slumps forward, creating 
discomfort. Those who are exceptionally stiff may find all of 
these asanas unsuitable. Under these circumstances, one can 
sit with the legs outstretched in front of the body, if necessary 
leaning the back against a wall for support. 

Sitting in a comfortable chair is often recommended 
for meditation and pranayama practices. However, it is not 
advisable as this quickly leads to discomfort; the body slumps 
forwards, one needs to move and be continually aware of 
the body. This occurs in even the plushest armchairs. It is 
best not to practise while sitting in a chair of any kind. If, 
however, there is some physical reason why no other position 
is possible but one is comfortable in a chair, a chair can be 
used. There must be a balance between so much discomfort 
that one cannot forget the body and so much comfort that 
one falls asleep. The meditative asanas listed in yogic texts 
have been found through thousands of years of practice to 
most perfectly fit this role. 

It is essential for the body to be as comfortable and 
relaxed as possible during meditative and pranayama 
practices. Even those who can sit in all the meditative asanas 
without the slightest difficulty will occasionally experience 
stiffness. This is especially likely in the early morning when 
the body is stiffer than at any other time of the day. 

For this reason, a program of asanas is recommended 
before practising meditation and pranayama. These will 
not only loosen up the whole body in preparation for the 
sitting pose, but will also calm the mind. The practices of 
pawanmuktasana part one for the lower body are particularly 
recommended. It is not necessary to do them all — one or two 
are sufficient. In particular, the half butterfly and hip rotation 
are recommended. These can be done in a few minutes. More 
of the exercises should be done if there is time. By performing 
these simple exercises there will be less trouble from aches 
and pains in the legs, and more will be gained from the 
seated practices. These exercises should be done just before 
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commencing meditation and pranayama, by both beginners 
and experts alike. These exercises are especially useful if there 
is no time to perform asanas, perhaps in the evening. 

There is conflicting opinion as to whether one should 
bear aches and pains without moving during meditation 
and pranayama, or remove the aches and pains by adjusting 
the position of the body and then continuing the practice. 
Discretion must be used. Ideally one should not move while 
performing meditation or pranayama practices, but this is 
difficult if great pain is being suffered. Furthermore, it is 
impossible to be fully aware of the practice if one’s attention is 
diverted due to physical pain. Therefore, it is recommended 
that a reasonable degree of discomfort be tolerated, for if one 
is absorbed in the practice it is possible to forget the aches 
and pains. However, if the aches and pains are overwhelming, 
and there is no chance of being able to forget the body, the 
position should be adjusted, the limbs loosened up and the 
sitting position resumed for the continuation of the practice. 

Sit on a folded blanket or cloth of natural fibre to ensure 
the maximum conduction of energy during the practice. 
Eventually you should be able to sit in a meditative asana for 
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half an hour and more, without the slightest urge to move the 
body. This implies that the asana is comfortable and without 
the slightest physical pain. It is under these circumstances 
that you will start to gain the most from your meditational 
and pranayama practices. Your awareness will more easily 
become one-pointed for it will not be disturbed by discomfort 
of the body. 


Capacity 

Pranayama should be taught according to the capacity of 
the aspirant. First the pupil has to be trained properly. After 
he has been trained, one should teach him pranayama step 
by step. If practice is irregular or incorrect it can be very 
harmful and it is better not to practise at all. Even if the 
practitioner fails to observe one simple rule, sickness can 
result. For example, always practise on an empty stomach, 
whether performing asana, pranayama, mudra or bandha. 
If one stands on one’s head after meals, this will definitely 
damage the digestive system. One must be very careful about 
the rules and precautions for pranayama and the sequence in 
which any of the hatha yoga techniques are done. 

Pranayama itself can lead to awareness of the depths of 
the mind and beyond, but please don’t overdo the practice. 
First practise gently for a few years in order to slowly accustom 
the physical and pranic bodies to new functional conditions. 
This point should be clearly understood and remembered. 
Increase the variety and quantity of pranayama very slowly 
and gradually. 

During pranayama practice, try to reduce the movement 
of the breath to a minimum and increase the duration 
of breathing to the maximum. If there is any gasping or 
restlessness or exhaustion, the breath is being forced, and 
the ratio and counting should be reduced. Pranayama must 
be developed slowly and systematically so that the lungs and 
nervous system are never harmed. That is why it is always 
recommended that pranayama only be practised under the 
guidance of a teacher or guru. 
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With all pranayama practices, it is important to remember 
that the instruction not to strain, not to try to increase your 
capacity too fast, applies just as it does to asana practice. If 
one is advised to practise a pranayama technique until it 
is mastered, and it can be practised without any strain or 
discomfort, it is wise to follow that instruction before moving 
on to a more advanced practice or ratio. Furthermore, 
breath retention should only be practised for as long as is 
comfortable. The lungs are very delicate organs and any 
misuse can easily cause them injury. Not only the physical 
body, but also the mental and emotional aspects of the 
personality need time to adjust. Never strain in any way. 


Kumbhaka 


In order to perform kumbhaka successfully, there must 
be a gradual development of control over the function of 
respiration. Therefore, in the pranayama practices more 
emphasis is given to inhalation and exhalation at the 
beginning, in order to strengthen the lungs and balance the 
nervous and pranic systems in preparation for the practice of 
kumbhaka. Kumbhaka or retention should not be taught to 
a beginner, in the same way that intense kind of pranayama 
should not be taught at the outset. 

Though antar kumbhaka is a seemingly simple and 
straightforward practice, it does have vast repercussions 
on the body and mind. One must be alert to any adverse 
reactions. These can take a variety of forms from excessive 
spots on the skin to the inability to sleep. 

When spots appear, the kumbhaka is rapidly purging 
the body of inherent impurities. Due to the rapidity the 
poisons cause numerous spots to erupt on the skin as they are 
expelled. If this happens the practice of kumbhaka should be 
reduced or even stopped for a short time to allow the body to 
cleanse more slowly. If insomnia develops, kumbhaka is in a 
sense overcharging the body and mind above its normal level 
of activity and the practice should be reduced or stopped 
for some time. There are many other possible adverse 
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reactions. Be alert to them and if necessary seek the advice 
and guidance of a competent yoga teacher. 

The reason for any kind of adverse reaction is generally 
too much practice in the early stages. One should be 
moderate in the time spent daily doing pranayama, 
especially kumbhaka. For the first six months no more than 
ten minutes should be done. If a person wants to do more 
and their constitution is adequate then it will probably be 
all right and there may be great benefits. One should always 
consult an experienced teacher if there is any doubt about 
practices. 


Awareness 

Awareness is an essential part of pranayama. It is important 
to be aware of the mechanics of the practice and not allow it 
to become automatic. If the mind becomes distracted, and it 
possibly will, don’t become frustrated or try to suppress the 
wandering tendency; only try to realize that your attention 
is elsewhere. This is difficult, for when our attention is 
elsewhere we are normally so involved with the distraction 
we don’t realize that we have ceased to be aware of the 
pranayama practice. All is forgotten, until some time later 
we realize our mind is not on the practice. Merely becoming 
aware of the distraction will direct our attention back to the 
mechanics of pranayama. 

Single-minded concentration is essential in all the prac- 
tices, whether pranayama, asana or mudra. It is the essence 
of perfection in every form of yoga. There is a short parable 
which illustrates this. Once a disciple asked his guru to write 
down the greatest wisdom. The guru wrote, ‘attention’. 
The disciple asked if that was all and if the guru could add 
something more, as it was very brief. The guru then wrote, 
‘attention, attention’. Still the disciple failed to understand 
and asked if there was a deeper explanation. So the guru 
wrote three times, ‘attention, attention, attention’ The 
disciple was completely puzzled and again questioned what 
it meant. The guru said, ‘Attention means attention.’ 
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In every situation, not only while practising pranayama, 
one must pay attention and become aware of the experiences, 
actions and thoughts in that moment. Development of 
awareness while awake leads to constant awareness in the 
deeper states of dhyana and samadhi. 

During pranayama practice the mind should be steady 
and aware, and not moving from thought to thought. 
Then the whole system is receptive. When the mind is inert 
or tamasic, some of the nadis remain inert and closed, 
impurities collect and the energy cannot pass. However, 
this does not mean that if one is tamasic, pranayama cannot 
be practised. Whether one is tamasic or rajasic, pranayama 
should be practised to remove the blockages and to lift the 
practitioner out of the tamasic and rajasic states. When the 
mind is sattwic, the inner awareness grows quickly and prana 
accumulates. 


Time of practice 

The best time for practice is early in the morning after 
asanas and before meditation. One should practise at least 
half an hour before taking food and four hours after food. 
For this reason, before breakfast is a particularly suitable 
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time. Pranayama can be performed at other times during the 
day but it is more difficult to meet all the restrictions. The 
evening is a reasonably good time to practise providing one 
can abide by the restrictions on food. 

The specified times for practice are important in relation 
to body rhythms and solar and lunar activities. At these times 
there is a changeover of body and external energy rhythms, 
and sushumna nadi is more likely to become active. Early 
morning means an hour and a half before sunrise. It is 
called brahmamuhurta, the period of Brahma. At this time the 
subconscious mind is active and if one is sleeping there are 
likely to be dreams. It is a time when unconscious experiences 
are more likely to manifest. 

Evening, around the time of sunset, is called sandhya. 
Sandhya is the meeting of day and night. It represents the 
time when ida and pingala merge with sushumna in ajna 
chakra. The external influences of the sun setting, or the 
evening commencing, affect body rhythms and functions, 
making it conducive to the merging of the pranas in 
sushumna. 

Similarly, at midnight and midday there is a changeover 
in the external and internal energies. All becomes tranquil. 
Midnight in particular is the time for sadhakas to awaken 
shakti. It is called the ‘witching hour’ because the ‘ghosts’ in 
the mind become active. Brain functions operate differently 
at night and different chemical hormones are released. 

At these specified times there is a change in the levels 
of energy in ida and pingala. During each cycle of ida 
and pingala there are high and low phases when energy 
reaches either a peak or a low. In between each cycle there 
is a period when the energy is stable, and this is the most 
appropriate time for sadhana and breath retention. The 
times recommended for the practice of retention have been 
chosen on account of the biological and pranic activities that 
are taking place then. 

For most people, it is not advisable to practise pranayama 
at midnight unless specified by the guru. If one practises, 


108 


then it will disturb the normal pattern of living and those 
living in the same dwelling will consider the practitioner 
absurd. Also, because the unconscious mind becomes active 
at this time, if negative impressions come to the surface there 
might be frightening experiences which are difficult to cope 
with. If one practises pranayama in the morning or evening 
and lives a simple life, the pure thoughts will exorcize these 
‘ghosts’ so that positive experiences unfold. Until the mind 
and body are purified, go slowly with practices according to 
the guru’s instructions. Do not be over enthusiastic. 

The best time to practise pranayama is at dawn, when 
the body is fresh and the mind has very few impressions. If 
this is not possible, another good time is just after sunset. 
Tranquillizing pranayamas may be performed before sleep. 
‘Try to practise regularly at the same time and place each day. 
Regularity in practice increases strength and willpower as well 
as acclimatizing the body and mind to the increased pranic 
force. Do not be in a hurry; slow, steady progress is essential. 


Place of practice 

Practise in a quiet, clean and pleasant room, which is well 
ventilated but not draughty. Generally, avoid practising 
in direct sunlight as the body will become overheated, 
except at dawn when the soft rays of the early morning 
sun are beneficial. Practising in a draught or wind, in air- 
conditioning or under a fan may upset the body temperature 
and cause chills. Don’t practise pranayama on a river bank, 
sea shore, under hot sun or in an open place where the wind 
is blowing. 

Choose a place where there is a pure and calm atmo- 
sphere. Pranayama should not be practised in a dirty, 
impure, offensively smelling or smoky place. An open and 
well-ventilated room, even in winter, is most appropriate for 
practising pranayama. The room should be free of all types 
of insects. If possible, try to practise in the same place every 
day so that you gradually build up a quiet and conducive 
atmosphere for your daily yoga practices. 
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Bathing 

Take a bath or shower before commencing the practice, or 
at least wash the hands, face and feet. Do not take a bath 
for at least half an hour after the practice to allow the body 
temperature to normalize. 


Clothes 


Loose, comfortable clothing made of natural fibres should be 
worn during the practice. The body may be covered with a 
sheet or blanket when it is cold or to keep insects away. 

The clothing worn should be as light and as loose as 
circumstances will permit. This is important so that the 
abdomen is allowed to expand unrestricted during deep 
inhalation. In particular, don’t wear any belts, corsets, etc. 
Try to keep yourself warm during the practice. Though 
accentuated respiration generates increased body heat, it is 
usually a good idea to wrap a blanket around yourself. 


Sequence 

Those who practise asana should first practise them after 
attending to morning duties, washing and bathing. Prana- 
yama should be practised after asana. An important thing 
to remember is that pranayama should always be practised 
with empty bowels or at least four hours after taking meals. 
Practice of pranayama should be reduced in frequency during 
the summer and increased vigorously, but gradually, during 
the winter. 

Pranayama should be performed after shatkarmas and 
asanas, and before meditation practice. Nadi shodhana 
pranayama should be practised in each pranayama session 
as its balancing and purifying effects form the basis for 
successful pranayama. After practising pranayama, one may 
lie down in shavasana for a few minutes. 

Practise kapalbhati after pranayama, on an empty 
stomach. It is advisable to practise bhastrika or kapalbhati 
pranayama after jala neti. This will dry the nose and generate 
heat in the nostrils. 
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Sheetkari cools the body and should therefore be prac- 
tised during warm seasons, not in winter unless particularly 
specified by the guru. If the weather is extremely hot it can 
be practised for more than ten minutes. In moderate heat, 
ten to fifteen rounds is sufficient. It is often practised after 
bhastrika pranayama, especially if bhastrika is practised 
during summer, to counterbalance the excess heat produced 
in the body. 


Breathing 

Always breathe through the nose and not the mouth unless 

specifically instructed otherwise. Both nostrils must be clear 

and flowing freely. Mucous blockages may be removed 
through the practice of neti or kapalbhati. If the flow of 
breath in the nostrils is unequal, it may be balanced by 
practising padadhirasana as a breath balancing technique. 

Padadhirasana is specially useful when one or both nostrils 

are blocked. If only one nostril is blocked, or partially 

blocked, place the hand of that side underneath the opposite 
armpit. Maintain the pressure for a minute or two, although 
changes may sometimes occur within a few seconds. 

One of the fundamental laws of yogic practice, and 
breathing in general, is that one should inhale through 
the nose if possible. Sheetali, sheetkari and kaki mudra are 
unique in that they break this law; inhalation is through the 
mouth instead of the nose. This infringement is acceptable 
providing you: 

e Do not practise in a dirty, polluted atmosphere. 

e Do not practise in excessively cold weather. The nose heats 
up and cleans inhaled air before entering the delicate 
lungs. If you breathe through the mouth then this air 
conditioning is bypassed. The induction of freezing and/ 
or dirty air directly into the lungs for prolonged periods 
may cause harm. Therefore, do not practise sheetali, 
sheetkari or kaki mudra unless you live in reasonably 
clean, mild surroundings. 
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The speed of inhalation and 
exhalation should be consistent 
and uniform. Sometimes when 
you are tired, for example, 
you inhale deeply and slowly 
and exhale quickly. When you 
are not tired, you may inhale 
more quickly and exhale 
slowly. This inconsistency in 
the breath creates uneven 
waves which disturb the mind. 
Consistency is very important. 
This also applies to internal 
and external retention. Some- 
times the breath is held for 
10 seconds, 11 seconds, 20 
seconds, or one minute. But 
once the ratio for retention has been fixed, the duration 
should remain consistent throughout the practice. 

Besides consistency, there must be uniformity in the 
breath. Many times people breathe in and out with a slight 
jerk. But the breath should be smooth and uniform, without 
stopping or jerking. If you could put a speedometer inside 
the nose, you would see that people never breathe in or 
out uniformly. After internal retention, this is particularly 
noticeable. During one exhalation, there may be up to ten 
different speeds until uniformity is established. 

In nadi shodhana even the sound of the breath should 
not be heard by the practitioner himself. That is the finest 
pranayama. In bhastrika, sheetkari and bhramari pranayama 
the sounds of bellows, hissing and humming are heard. There 
is a pranayama to expel heat from the body which sounds just 
like the panting of a dog. 

Violent respiration is not advocated during pranayama. 
Many people teach pranayama as though the lungs are a pair 
of heavy-duty mechanical pumps. The lungs are strong but 
they are also sensitive and should be treated with respect. 
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Respiration should be controlled and without any strain. 
If you have to utilize any excessive force or strain then you 
are not doing pranayama correctly. Beginners, in particular, 
should slowly and systematically develop more and more 
control over the respiratory functions. If one tries to master 
pranayama in a week by forceful inhalation, retention and 
exhalation then more harm than good will result. The motto 
is ‘slowly but surely’. 

If there is any discomfort while doing pranayama then it 
should be stopped immediately. If this discomfort continues 
then seek the advice of a competent yoga teacher. 

In pranayama practice, it is said when you do rigorous 
breathing or deep breathing for a long time, then you feel 
lightness of the body. That is precisely the reason why many 
teachers nowadays teach bhastrika pranayama. They do 
vigorous bhastrika. Sometimes it is more than vigorous, wild 
bhastrika I call it. 

When you practise the wild bhastrika, then the co- 
ordination between the sympathetic and parasympathetic 
nervous systems changes. As a result of that, you feel 
relaxation, delight, light-mindedness. Of course, it is 
perfectly all right, you can do it, but momentary delight, 
momentary relaxation are not a cure for the ills of human life. 
Therefore, side by side with bhastrika, with deep breathing, 
with vigorous or even with wild breathing, please continue 
your spiritual practices. 


Contra-indications 

Pranayama should not be practised during illness and the 
contra-indications given for individual practices should 
always be carefully observed. Simple techniques such as 
breath awareness and abdominal breathing in shavasana may 
be performed. Serious pranayama should not be practised 
when you are ill. By serious we mean for durations of longer 
than twenty minutes and with extended breath retentions of 
more than thirty seconds. Therefore, take steps to find good 
health before undertaking serious pranayama sadhana. 
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Pranayama is very powerful. Persons with any physical 
imbalance should never attempt it without expert guidance. 
This goes especially for those who are aged or who have 
coronary ailments. Additionally, if any irregular effects are 
noticed after one has started pranayama, then the practice 
should be immediately stopped and expert guidance sought. 
Furthermore, the techniques must be learned very slowly 
and gradually. Development of nadi shodhana is intended 
to take place over a long period of time. Never rush on to 
a new stage of practice until you have completely mastered 
those which precede it. If these suggestions are followed, the 
practice of pranayama will bring you many great benefits. 


Side effects 

Various symptoms may manifest in normally healthy people. 
These are caused by the process of purification and the 
expulsion of toxins. Sensations of itching, tingling, heat or 
cold, and feelings of lightness or heaviness may occur. Such 
experiences are generally temporary, but if they persist, 
check with a competent teacher. Energy levels may increase 
or fluctuate; interests may change. If such changes cause 
difficulty in lifestyle, decrease or stop the practice until a 
competent teacher or guru gives guidance. 

When the body and mind are purified, and the quantity 
of prana is increased, various physical symptoms manifest 
during pranayama. The body becomes hot due to peripheral 
vasodilatation. If it perspires irrespective of cool weather, 
pranic awakening has definitely taken place. It is possible for 
hot flushes to occur but excess heat is not necessarily noticed. 

In the second stage, there may be quivering or sensations 
in the spine, or perhaps twitching of the hands, face and 
various other muscles. When the mind, body and breath 
become completely steady the practice is nearly perfect. The 
final stage is when the breath stops moving by itself. Initially, 
when the pranic flow becomes intense, the peripheral parts 
of the body may vibrate. Impulses rush through the central 
nervous system and create itching or tingling sensations. 
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The prana accumulates in different regions and may create 
strange sensations in the chest, abdomen, intestines or 
excretory organs, and sometimes whining sounds come from 
the lower intestines or excretory passage. 

The effects of pranayama are not always simple to 
manage. Pranayama may create extra heat in the body, 
awaken various centres in the brain and possibly affect the 
production of sperm and testosterone. It can also bring down 
the temperature of the inner body and the rate of respiration, 
and change the brainwave patterns. When these changes take 
place, a practitioner who is not adequately prepared may not 
be able to handle it. 

However, the experiences that are described in the hatha 
yoga books are about the high or highest stage of pranayama. 
Therefore, the whole thing must be correctly understood. 
When pranayama is practised for half an hour these things 
won't take place. 


Necessity of a teacher 
Hatha yoga is the science of the body, mind and spirit, and 
it should be approached as such, and never in a haphazard 
or careless manner. It is dangerous to try and learn it 
by following instructions from books. For harmonious 
development, the most important rule is one must have 
the guidance of a teacher with a comprehensive knowledge 
of yoga and enough sensitivity to recognize the student’s 
individual needs. For those who wish to seriously take up the 
advanced practices of pranayama, the guidance of a guru 
or competent teacher is essential. Pranayama is a powerful 
technique if it is done correctly; but if a lot of pranayama is 
done incorrectly, it will cause harm. 

The one who masters pranayama masters the mind. In 
the Hatha Yoga Pradipika it says (4:29): 


Indriyaanaam mano naatho manonaathastu maarutah. 


Mind is the ruler of the senses, and prana is the ruler 
of the mind...” 
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Benefits of Pranayama 


General benefits 


The practice of pranayama increases vitality by purifying the 
nervous, respiratory and circulatory systems. Investigations 
have been conducted and it has been found that through 
the practice of pranayama the nervous system can be pro- 
perly balanced and the cardiovascular system strengthened. 
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It has also been recognized by scientists that through the 
practice of pranayama, blockages of energy that occur in the 
body can be cleared. Pranayama which was once translated 
as ‘breathing exercises’ is now recognized by scientists 
throughout the world as a means of invigorating, enhancing 
and accelerating the revitalizing processes in the body. 

Asanas, yoga postures, pranayama, breathing techniques, 
are necessary to improve the balances within the body. 
Pranayama improves the oxygen system in the body. At the 
same time, through the practice of asana and pranayama you 
can improve the activities of your brain. 

Pranayama has a tremendous effect on the behaviour of 
the brain, inducing alpha brain waves which bring harmony 
to the brain, the coronary, the respiratory and the circulatory 
systems. In the same way, the practices of pranayama are not 
deep breathing exercises for increasing the supply of oxygen 
into the body. Oxygen alone is not the pranic force that 
helps you in yoga. What is important are the ions which are 
released from oxygen after a process of separation induced by 
the practices of pranayama. For example, in nadi shodhana 
pranayama a concentration of these ions, or pranic energy, 
occurs around ida and pingala nadis, increasing in intensity 
according to the number of rounds practised. In normal 
breathing this does not happen. With continued practice of 
alternate nostril breathing, over a long period of time, this 
concentration is harmonized and sushumna awakens. 

Scientific studies on pranayama have shown startling 
results. They have shown that during pranayama the different 
areas in the body emit extra electrical impulses. Pranayama as 
a method bombards the whole body with oxygen. When the 
physical cells of the body are bombarded with extra oxygen, 
they are repaired. To burn anything, one needs oxygen. The 
more oxygen is present, the more intense and strong the 
fire becomes and the more carbon dioxide, waste matter, is 
eliminated. Likewise, in the body, in order to keep all the 
systems well functioning, energy and heat which are products 
of fire are required. 
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When we inhale deeply much oxygen is taken in. By 
retaining the breath, the muscles are held in a position of 
contraction which requires energy and causes more oxygen 
to be burned. Due to this the body temperature rises and 
more energy is awakened. The speed of the blood circulation 
increases; consequently, more energy is supplied to all parts 
of the body and brain, which creates a feeling of freshness 
and relaxation, removing all kinds of tension and depression. 

Pranayama has its effect not only on the breathing 
mechanism but also on other organs of the body like the 
liver, kidneys, which are all toned up, and by their brisk and 
vigorous activities the circulation of blood is accelerated, 
leading to oxidation with greater speed. It helps in expelling 
impurities from the body. It increases appetite, tones up the 
intestines and improves peristalsis, removing constipation. 
Through practising pranayama the lungs become stronger 
and flexible. These are the most important results of prana- 
yama, but there are therapeutic aspects as well. It helps in 
cold, cough and coryza (runny nose.) It helps in diseases of 
the vertebral column. It improves heart health. 

The practice of pranayama not only affects the mind, it 
affects the very frame of the body. It changes the structure, the 
skin, the smell of the body. The way of thinking and even the 
eyes become powerful. Pranayama not only has a tremendous 
effect on the physical and pranic bodies of man, but on the 
mental, psychic and causal bodies as well. Everybody knows 
that physical constipation is injurious to health, but in my 
opinion mental constipation is worse. Just as a purging 
process is necessary to relieve physical constipation, those 
with mental constipation must also undergo a purging 
process. By the practice of yogic breathing, perfect health 
can be obtained. 

Pranayama is the science of the universal energy, of 
universal mind, of universal time, space and matter. That 
is the complete meaning of pranayama. The practice of 
pranayama has a direct link, a direct effect on the most 
intricate and sophisticated functioning of the brain. It is not 
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the air one breathes that constitutes pranayama, it is the vital, 
universal pranic energy which is present in all people, and 
which has to be dynamized and redistributed. That is the 
science of pranayama. 


For the brain 

Many people do not nourish their brains sufficiently due 
to incorrect breathing. It is easy for toxins to accumulate in 
the brain. Pranayama helps to remove these poisons and, 
therefore, allows the brain to function more efficiently. This 
helps to remove all kinds of tensions. Through pranayama 
we are trying to revitalize the whole brain. 

Pranayama is very powerful in controlling the restlessness 
and oscillations of the brain. This has been well tested by 
today’s scientists. The brain is responsible for our mental 
behaviour, and when it oscillates, thoughts and impulses 
are produced in reactions which are really problematic and 
destructive, so that difficulties are created in our thoughts, 
emotions and actions. 

Hundreds of tests and experiments have been conducted 
and all have unequivocally concluded that pranayama has a 
tranquillizing effect on both hemispheres of the brain and 
wild fluctuations of the brainwaves can be properly regulated. 
There are four types of brain waves, known as beta, alpha, 
delta and theta, which rise and fall according to pressure 
created in the brain. Sometimes there is pressure in the brain 
when you are thinking or worrying too much, then beta waves 
are intensified. When you are tranquil and composed and 
when your thoughts are moving with very soft speed, at that 
time, the alpha waves attain intensity. 

Therefore, when we talk about tension or hypertension 
we definitely should know how to manage, control or train 
the brain to produce alpha waves. In order to control the 
brain, you require a method to train the mind. You cannot 
control it by separation, fright or fear. Through pranayama, 
you can improve the behaviour of your brain. You can control 
the influxes of your mind to a great extent. The brain, which 
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is the seat for the mind, can be controlled by managing the 
different centres through a systematic method of pranayama. 
It produces a healthy and invigorating effect on the brain and 
the nerves. 

Nowadays, in scientific experiments they are using 
ECG and EEG to record heart and brain waves, and GSR 
to measure electrical activity of the skin. They have found 
that the practice of pranayama results in a very synchronous 
flow of alpha, delta and theta waves which harmonizes the 
activity of the brain. The tensions recorded during periods 
of beta activity change when there are alpha, theta or delta 
waves. When the alpha waves manifest in the brain, it has 
been found that the tensions in the body are lowered and the 
heart becomes free from pressure. 

The rhythmic pumping of the diaphragm and lungs 
stimulates the heart and blood circulation and is the most 
important physiological effect of bhastrika on the brain 
and heart. Bhastrika stimulates the circulation of cerebral 
fluid and increases the compression and decompression 
on the brain, creating a rhythmic massage. Accelerated 
blood circulation and rate of gaseous exchange in each cell 
produces heat and ‘washes out’ waste gases. Hyperventilation 
begins to occur and excites the sympathetic nerves in the 
respiratory centre, but because there is an increased release 
of carbon dioxide, the centre is subsequently relaxed and 
hyperventilation does not take place. If exhalation were to 
become less than inhalation, there would be hyperventilation. 

Under normal conditions a certain amount of prana 
is circulating, and this is responsible for the general level 
of health. When the brain is receiving a deficient supply 
of prana, you suffer from nervous depression or nervous 
breakdown. Then the whole body perspires, there is 
trembling in every organ, you can’t stand, your mind is 
unsteady and you are constantly thinking negative thoughts. 
You can’t even sleep and you don’t want to talk or think. 
This state indicates that the brain is only receiving a very 
small quantity of prana. Pranayama is important because 
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it enables one to consciously generate a higher voltage of 
prana and this greater quantity of prana can then be directed 
into the higher centres of the brain. In this way, pranayama 
brings an experience of a higher reality and dimension to its 
practitioner. It boosts the level of consciousness by activating 
and awakening the dormant centres and capacities of the 
evolving brain. 


For the mind 

Through pranayama, the behaviour of the brain can be 
improved and the fluctuations of the mind can be controlled 
to a large extent. It is so powerful that anyone suffering from 
mental weakness, depression, etc. can be greatly benefited. 

Scientific investigations have shown that the regular 
practice of asana and pranayama influences not only the 
physical body but also the mental and vital conditions which, 
when unbalanced, can lead to psychological diseases. Mental 
conditions such as restlessness, anxiety, worry, neurosis and 
sleeplessness can also be safely cured through the practice of 
physical postures and breathing exercises. 

While practising vigorous pranayama, the mind becomes 
inactive and tranquil for some time. This provides some 
rest and relaxation. By practising retention of breath the 
mind becomes relaxed. There is no other way of bringing 
about relaxation of mind because thoughts always continue 
to come into it. While practising pranayama the mind 
becomes stationary and thoughts are exhausted. This is why 
pranayama is considered to be one of the best practices for 
concentration. 

In some texts it is said that if you practise pranayama for 
one hour or even two, the mind automatically comes under 
control. In this case you do not have to wrestle with your 
mind. If you practise bhastrika pranayama for half an hour 
or ujjayi pranayama for one hour, the mind will automatically 
come to a point of quietude. 

Peace of mind increases on account of the introduction 
of extra oxygen. By the practice of pranayama, the mind 
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is quietened. Chemical changes brought about by physical 
exertion result in the break-up of matter within the body 
and consequent loss of energy. This loss is compensated by 
an increased supply of oxygen through pranayama. 

There is an intimate connection between the mind, prana 
and the senses. The pranamaya kosha, subtle pranic body, is 
intrinsically linked to the other koshas, including annamaya, 
the food body, and manomaya, the mental body. Prana is 
influenced by the thoughts, feelings and emotions, and they 
in turn, are influenced by prana. Those who do not realize 
its importance find their bodies decay early, their breathing 
being irregular. If one controls the breath, the mind is also 
controlled. If the mind and the prana are both kept under 
control, one gets liberation from birth and death and attains 
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immortality. In short, pranayama is the control of the vital 
forces of the body, it is the regulation of the breath to have 
perfect control of the life current. 

Pranayama destroys rajas and tamas, making the mind 
steady and one-pointed. Once mental dissipation vanishes, 
the mind becomes balanced and very, very calm. The peace 
that you will enjoy cannot be adequately described. 

The purpose of all pranayama practices is to create 
a perfectly still state in the body so that inhalation and 
exhalation stop with the cessation of pranic movement. 
Control of the breath, prana and body means control of 
the wavering tendencies or oscillations of the mind. All 
hatha yoga techniques eventually lead to this state of kevala 
kumbhaka, when prana and mind stop moving. One loses 
one’s grip on time, space and object. The grip of self- 
awareness is lost, and the breath spontaneously suspends. 


PRANAYAMA FOR THERAPY 


1. For the health of the endocrine glands 


The hatha yoga practices help to rebalance the endocrine 
glands, such as the adrenals, thyroid and pancreas, and 
remove their defects. In this way these practices not only 
cure or correct the physical problems, they also change the 
imbalanced condition of the mind. 

Tensions are physical, mental and emotional. Unbalanced 
hormonal secretions due to faulty living, faulty breathing 
and so on can cause tensions. They are not necessarily due 
to the psychological problems of society or the emotional 
maladjustment of the family. There can also be nervous 
disorders and other physiological problems. 

Therefore, in yoga, asanas and pranayamas come first 
in order to get rid of muscular and physical tensions, to 
eliminate the toxins from the body and, at the same time, 
to balance the hormonal secretions. For instance, over 
and under secretion of the pituitary hormones, the sexual 
hormones, adrenalin and thyroxin, all have a great influence 
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on one’s behaviour and thinking. During pranayama the 
bodily secretions are arrested and controlled. 

It has been found by doctors and scientists that the 
practice of pranayama maintains the health of the glandular 
system. These include the pineal gland, thymus, thyroid, 
pancreas, adrenals and gonads. These glands are important 
in one’s mental, emotional and physical personality. 

All-round development of the pituitary and pineal 
glands is brought about by practising pranayama regularly. 
The pineal gland is a stop-check on the behaviour of the 
pituitary, which regulates the body’s hormonal system. If the 
hormonal secretions from different glands are not properly 
regulated, there is an imbalance between the physical and 
mental personalities. If the pineal gland does not check the 
behaviour of the pituitary gland then the emotions can be 
difficult to handle. By the practice of certain pranayamas, 
blood pressure can be reduced and the two hemispheres of 
the brain can be balanced. The whole endocrinal system is 
influenced, toxins are eliminated and the energy blocks are 
cleared. What is more striking is that pranayama improves 
the health of the pineal gland and affects the psychic centres 
of the body. When the body is purified, free from toxins, and 
your nervous systems are capable of carrying all the impulses 
throughout the body, the psychic centres awaken. 


2. For Parkinson’s disease 
Parkinson’s disease is due to a deficiency of one of the brain 
transmitter hormones, dopamine, in the centres of the brain 
which are responsible for muscular coordination and fine 
movements. It is a degenerative disease which afflicts some 
people late in life. In medical science, the doctors administer 
the synthetic analogue of dopamine, known as L-dopa, in an 
effort to bolster the brain’s diminishing level of dopamine, 
and this controls the symptoms of the disorder to a varying 
degree. 

However, in yoga our approach is somewhat different. 
We aim to reactivate the degenerating areas of the brain 
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by systematically stabilizing the nervous system using 
pranayama. The process of anarchical degeneration of the 
brain centres has to be arrested and finally reversed. It is the 
same approach as we adopt in multiple sclerosis, where the 
protective, nourishing sheath of myelin surrounding some 
of the nervous conducting fibres and pathways in the brain 
begins to degenerate in a haphazard way. Those nerves are 
starved of nourishment, their prana shakti dwindles and 
they cease to function. Nevertheless the process is reversible. 
The difference is that multiple sclerosis occurs in a younger 
person, so reversal is easier to attain because motivation, 
commitment, self-effort and the will to change are attributes 
which are harder to awaken and sustain in an older person. 

The best practice for people with Parkinson’s disease is 
nadi shodhana pranayama, alternate nostril breathing. In 
this method there are two stages of retention — first with the 
breath held in, and then with the breath held out. When 
holding the breath in, practise jalandhara bandha, the throat 
lock, and moola bandha in which you contract the perineum 
or the anus. Hold these two locks while retaining the breath. 
Now, after breathing out, hold the breath outside and practise 
uddiyana bandha, contraction of the abdomen, along with 
jalandhara and moola bandhas. So, with internal retention 
there are two contractions, and in external retention there 
are three contractions. 

When inhaling and exhaling, the ratio should be 1:2. In 
the beginning this ratio may prove impossible, but ultimately 
one should aim towards it. Don’t practise 1:3 or 1:4, but 1:2. 
This is the fundamental physiological breath ratio for healing 
purposes where there is an energy deficit to be restored. 

At first the breath may be shaky and gross. It may be too 
quick or too slow. By daily practice the flow of breath should 
be trained or cultivated until gradually the volume, intensity 
and quality of the breath passing in and out should be the 
same. This is the detailed practice for a person suffering from 
Parkinson’s disease. It should be performed daily, gradually 
increasing the number of rounds. The benefits will begin to 
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show themselves after a short time. It can be practised in 
conjunction with other medical management if you desire. 


3. For nervous disorders 


Pranayama has a deep influence over the nervous system. 
Just as a cigarette has a mild influence and ganja has a more 
intense effect, so it is with asana and pranayama. Pranayama 
is a powerful tool. It acts like a bomb in transforming the 
human personality. Through pranayama we gain control over 
the nerves. As soon as this is brought about, nervous ten- 
sions are minimized. Extraordinary strength and energy are 
obtained. Pranayama is a sure way to tone the nervous system. 

People who suffer from nervous disorders should 
particularly take note of this association between breathing 
and nervousness, for they especially tend to breathe quickly 
and superficially. From this nervousness results directly 
or indirectly, most, if not all, illnesses. Regular practice of 
nadi shodhana pranayama helps to calm the mind and the 
nerves. This applies particularly to sedentary people who 
have a tendency to breathe in short, sharp gasps and it is no 
coincidence that most nervous diseases occur among town 
and city dwellers. 

The primary purpose of pranayama is to induce mental 
tranquillity as a means to meditation. Nadi shodhana is no 
exception. First of all it progressively reduces the rate and 
increases the depth of respiration. Secondly, by balancing 
the flows through the two nostrils it helps to bring the pranic 
body into balance. Both of these aspects induce calmness 
of mind. The slower one breathes and the more one is 
aware of the process, the greater the degree of tranquillity 
attained. This is the reason why in nadi shodhana stage 2 we 
emphasize the importance of progressively slowing down the 
breathing rate. Pranayama ensures that the brain receives a 
good supply of oxygen, the fuel it needs to function properly. 
If you do not give a car petrol, it will not run. In the same 
way, if the brain does not get a sufficient supply of oxygen, it 
will not work correctly. 
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Kumbhaka is a very important part of pranayama, 
especially for those who suffer from nervous breakdowns, 
poor memory and incorrect breathing habits like inhaling 
in short, quicker shallow breaths. When we do not breathe 
correctly, the brain is not supplied with sufficient oxygen 
and therefore breathlessness is experienced. The duration of 
breath retention is gradually increased. The longer the breath 
is held, the greater the gap between nervous impulses and 
their responses in the brain. When retention is practised for 
a prolonged period, mental agitation is curtailed. 

Ujjayi pranayama is a simple practice but it has many 
subtle influences on the body and brain, both physical and 
mental as well as bioplasmic. The slow and deep breathing 
results in immediate calmness of the mind and body, as well 
as bringing the bioplasmic body into harmony. Furthermore, 
the sound at the throat tends to soothe one’s whole being. 
If one remains aware of this sound for a reasonable period 
of time to the exclusion of other thoughts, then one will 
feel immediate benefits. In general we can say that ujjayi is 
helpful for all ailments that originate from nervousness or 
chronic stress. 


4. For coronary system 

If pranayama is practised according to the rules, the ratio 
between the systolic and diastolic rhythms, which is necessary 
for the maintenance of a healthy heart, is maintained 
throughout. Now, with the help of pranayama, when first of all 
you give proper training to the coronary behaviour, and you 
clear the respiratory system of all obstructions, then you can 
pass automatically into a state of meditation. When you enter 
into a state of meditation through pranayama, you can keep 
the whole coronary system in a very trained condition. The 
ratio which is one to two (1:2) should be maintained and if it 
is not, you must train the whole system in that way. We have 
found that in bad health, in the case of a poor functioning of 
the heart, the ratio is just the opposite, two to one, or three 
to one or even five to one whereas it should be one to two. 
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Practical experiments on hypertension and high blood 
pressure have also been conducted in Bombay by Dr K.K. 
Datey who has shown that the practices of pranayama and 
yoga nidra can bring down high blood pressure without the 
help of medicine. So you can understand that hatha yoga, 
the system of asanas and pranayama which we teach to 
people, is not a religious practice. It is more than that. It is 
a practice for health. It has also been proved that during the 
practice of pranayama the pressure exerted on the coronary 
system is completely withdrawn. The meaning of this must be 
understood: when there is pressure on the coronary system, 
the consequence is either heart attack, angina pectoris or 
something similar. 

With the practice of pranayama, more oxygen may be 
inhaled but that is not the important point. If oxygen alone 
is the purpose, then deep breathing would be sufficient. In 
pranayama, inhalation and exhalation are practised in the 
ratio of 1:2, as this ratio is most beneficial for the heart. The 
pulse rate shows that with inspiration the heart rate speeds 
up, whereas with expiration it slows down. Therefore, when 
the ratio of 1:2 is used, there is an overall effect of relaxation 
of the coronary muscles, but without any reduction in the 
supply of oxygen to the brain and body tissues. 

For high blood pressure there are four types of pranayama: 
sheetali, sheetkari, ujjayi and bhramari. Those who suffer 
from high blood pressure will find that ujjayi helps to reduce 
the pressure, even if only for a short period of time at first. 
However, during this period the body and mind will gain 
some much needed rest. It is necessary to adjust the blood 
pressure, as when we sit for meditation, if the blood pressure 
is high or low, it will influence our experience. Whether one 
has high blood pressure or low blood pressure, the practice 
of siddhasana or siddha yoni asana can successfully regulate 
the blood pressure. 

When alpha waves are intensified in the brain, the pressure 
is at once released from the heart. If you are suffering from 
blood pressure, if your heart is palpitating too much, if you 
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are feeling scared or nervous on account of anything, or if 
you are very angry, at that time if you can somehow develop 
the alpha rhythm in the brain the behaviour of the heart will 
at once become normal. The blood pressure will come down. 
It may be 220, but within 5 minutes it can drop down to 160. 
Of course, it may not stay like that, afterwards it may again 
go up to 220, but with continued practice of that particular 
yoga technique or system, you can develop the habit of 
normalizing your own blood pressure. We have seen that in 
many cases. 

Hypertension can be greatly reduced and high blood 
pressure brought to a normal level by regular practice of yoga 


129 


asanas and pranayamas. The efficiency of the heart action is 
increased and the heart-lung action is harmonized, helping 
oxygen to be used at an optimum level. We have found that 
abdominal, throat and nose breathing are very good for all 
those suffering from hypertension or high blood pressure. 
However, for people with normal blood pressure this practice 
is not recommended as it may cause their blood pressure 
to drop below normal. Hypertension, though not always a 
direct disease, is not to be neglected. It is always advisable to 
avoid fatty, cholesterol-containing substances. Secondly, one 
should strive for a regular blood circulation which can be 
accomplished by proper and regular breathing and by special 
meditation techniques. 

In the medulla oblongata is situated the vasomotor 
centre, which regulates the pressure. Especially in diastolic 
pressure, the vasodilators (the nerve fibres that dilate the 
vessels), are to be stimulated by parasympathetic impulses. 
Likewise the outflow of impulses to the vasoconstrictors are 
to be inhibited. This same centre controls the depth of our 
awareness, sleep, breath, and so on. One of the reasons why 
pranayama is so beneficial is that by conscious breathing a 
greater flow of impulses from this centre is created, resulting 
in restoration of breath reflex and normalization of the 
breath. 

There seems to be a kind of essential hypotension, 
wherein the blood pressure always remains low. In these 
cases the person is advised to take to yoga practices such 
as pranayama, yogasanas and meditation, by which the 
functions of the nervous system and circulatory system are 
gradually normalized. Yoga practices will have to be learned 
under proper guidance and personal instruction from an 
expert. 


5. For cancer 


I do not make very tall claims, it is not my habit, but I have 
seen for myself how cancer can be successfully treated by 
yoga therapy. For instance, one of my friends brought me a 


130 


patient, the son-in-law of a multimillionaire, who was himself 
an eminent medical doctor in India, an F.R.C.S. He had been 
in London and had to be brought back to India because of 
cancer of the spine. 

He came to us and we only recommended one practice, 
revitalizing breathing. He had to do nothing except fold 
back the tongue and touch the upper palate with it (khechari 
mudra), then practise a particular pranayama called ujjayi, 
in which the breath sounds like steam escaping from an 
engine. This is known as psychic breathing. With his eyes 
open or closed, he was instructed to breathe this way fifty, 
one hundred or one hundred and fifty times. 

First of all, he was very sceptical. He asked, ‘Will it cure 
me?’ I said, ‘If there is any other system available which you 
think can cure you, then take that course.’ He was himself 
a doctor and he had given up all hope of survival. I said, 
‘Practise it with inspiration and enthusiasm.’ He practised for 
one full year or more, and he is still very much alive today. I 
firmly believe that yoga can cure cancer, but the experimental 
work is still being done. So far as medical therapy goes, 
meditation, pranayama, as well as a few yoga asanas can 
definitely help a patient suffering from cancer. 


6. For colds and allergy 
Ida nadi is the cold nadi and pingala nadi is the hot nadi. 
Therefore, a balance between the two is brought about by the 
practice of nadi shodhana pranayama. The practice of nadi 
shodhana pranayama has a very positive effect on long colds. 
The cold which we suffer from is due to imbalance in the 
thermostat system in the body. In this physical body you have 
heaters and coolers, according to your requirements. When 
this system is disturbed, then you have long colds. After the 
practice of jala neti, practise kapalbhati. After kapalbhati, 
practise nadi shodhana pranayama. And when you are 
practising retention, then you should practise bandhas. 

If your nose is blocked due to a cold, you can do jala 
neti, followed by pranayama. If the problem is due to 
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malformation of the septum, sutra neti is useful, but if 
the passage is blocked so much that the sutra cannot pass 
through, then it can be corrected by a minor operation. 
However, that is seldom necessary. If you practise jala neti or 
sutra neti daily, and follow it with bhastrika pranayama, that 
is usually enough. Kunjal is not necessary, but sometimes it 
does help clear a blocked nose. Follow the practices of hatha 
yoga and you will get rid of this problem. 

To overcome smell allergy, you should practise neti and 
pranayama daily and also sirshasana if you can do it well. 
Certainly yoga nidra will help you to overcome specific 
prejudices and hypersensitive states, but it is not really 
necessary to use yoga nidra to overcome allergy. It is much 
better to realize and treat the very nature of repugnance 
which is natural to the untrained mind. 


7. For conditions of the head and neck 


Systematic practice of pranayama not only produces beneficial 
effects on the breathing system but also removes diseases of 
the ears, tongue, eyes and throat. It is the way to mental peace, 
physical health, revitalization and longevity. Hoarseness, 
tonsillitis, eruptions on the cheeks, deafness, etc. are all curable 
by pranayama. Like asana, pranayama has both preventative 
and curative effects. At first it gradually provides energy and 
strengthens different organs of the body. It bestows the power 
of resistance to disease. If some disease creeps in, it can be 
removed by the different processes of pranayama. For curative 
action in disease, pranayama should be learnt from those who 
are adepts and have practised it successfully. 

For a migraine as soon as you get up in the morning, 
drink two or three glasses of warm salty water and vomit 
it out. Do this each morning for a few weeks, then practise 
it every third day. Secondly, practise neti and follow it with 
bhastrika pranayama. Thirdly, the whole digestive system 
should be cleansed by the practice of shankhaprakshalana, the 
total cleansing of the alimentary tract, then practise ujjayi 
pranayama. 
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8. For anxiety, fears and hallucinations 

Pranayama will revitalize and give you the necessary energy 
to manage your daily problems and overcome all obstacles 
on your journey through life. During moments of anxiety, 
insecurity, fear and passion, instead of fighting with your 
mind through the intellect, take the help of pranayama and 
stabilize yourself. 

If a person is suffering from high anxiety, we need to 
teach surya bheda pranayama. Breathe in through the right 
nostril which is surya nadi, retain the breath until the body 
perspires, and breathe out through surya nadi. This practice 
can be safely taught to those who are suffering from the 
effects of high anxiety. 

We have tried the same on people suffering from hallu- 
cinations and intense fears. There are people who cannot go 
into the bathroom at night, although they know the room 
well. There are people who cannot go into a lift. There are 
people who cannot even peep through the balcony. That is a 
disease. If these diseases are left untreated, then, of course, 
you will have headache, insomnia, colitis, and all sorts of 
things coming out of the deeper mental condition. If you 
know people who cannot bear certain things, just ask them 
to practise one pranayama, surya bheda. 


9. For hysteria 

Bhastrika pranayama is taught to the people who are suf- 
fering from what we call hysteria. There are many girls who 
suffer from this. For hysteria and psychosis, you don’t have 
to teach anything else except bhastrika breathing: 10, 20, 30, 
40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90, 100 times. Take her into a room and 
let her practise it. Afterwards let her do whatever she likes: 
let her throw off her sari, let her cry and scream and howl. 
You will find that in half an hour she will be alright. 


10. For circulation 


Due to our faulty living, sometimes the valves of the 
heart become narrow and constricted. When you practise 
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pranayama this improves the two pathways of the heart, the 
auricle and the ventricle. Also there are pranayamas which 
improve the quality of the circulation. Many times your body 
is lazy and the circulation is very sluggish so you do not feel 
well mentally and physically, then you need the pranayamas 
which affect the circulation. 

Muscles act as pumps in the body. When a muscle 
contracts it squeezes the veins, pushing the blood towards 
the heart. Within the veins there are one-way valves, so 
the blood can only move towards the heart. This is why 
pawanmuktasana part one stimulates circulation throughout 
the body. Inverted poses are particularly useful for assisting 
circulation in the lower body, as the effect of gravity is 
reversed, helping move stagnant venous blood. 

Another factor influencing circulation is the proportion 
of carbon dioxide and oxygen in the body. To optimize these 
levels, pranayama should be practised, the oxygen content 
increases and unnecessary carbon dioxide is expelled. Also, 
inhalation creates a negative pressure in the chest, which 
draws venous blood towards the heart. This means the heart 
pumps out more blood, increasing the rate of circulation. 


11. For sleep-related conditions 

If there is insomnia, one should practise ujjayi pranayama, 
deep, sonorous breathing, like the purring of a cat. Practise 
it fifteen to twenty times with the tongue folded back under 
the upper palate. 

Snoring is an act of extra-oxygenation of the system, 
because the body needs extra oxygen during sleep. Those 
who want to give up the habit of snoring should practise 
more pranayama. The practice of pranayama trains the entire 
system to maintain, conserve and use oxygen during deep 
sleep. When one goes to sleep, one should first sleep on the 
left, and after some time turn on the right; when one sleeps 
flat there is a higher chance of snoring. 
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Applications of Pranayama 


For relaxation 


There are certain tensions relaxation cannot remove. Those 
tensions are caused by excessive carbon-dioxide in the brain. 
This carbon-dioxide can be effectively removed by practising 
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pranayama. This is a method of breathing in a certain 
manner and thereby recharging the brain. When the brain is 
tired, it becomes faulty and clouded. Pranayama brings about 
an awakening of the brain and so is a wonderful method of 
removing tensions in people who are dull and unable to 
think clearly. 

Pranayama is psychic and psychosomatic at the same 
time. It is said that with pranayama you can even relax. In the 
western world people always want to relax. They try to relax. 
But please remember relaxation means not trying to relax. If 
you try to relax it is not relaxation, it should be spontaneous. 
Practicse pranayama with your eyes closed for 15 minutes 
and try not to relax yourself. Keep yourself tense, as tense 
as possible and by the time the pranayama is over you will 
feel that you are completely relaxed. Relaxation is not only 
muscular; it is both mental and emotional relaxation. You ask 
yourself, how can one relax emotionally? How can one relax 
mentally? If you lie down on the bed at night, I agree that 
you can relax yourself physically, that is, bring about muscular 
relaxation. But you cannot get rid of your mental tension by 
physical rest, by taking a few tranquillizers, by a little change 
at the club, the pictures, TV and so on. 

So, how does one relax mental tensions, cerebral tensions, 
hyper-tensions in the brain, tensions in the cardiac system, 
tensions in the different portions of the body and in the 
greater systems of the body? If one of your glands is in 
tension, what are you going to do? Is there any way out? 
No! Mostly it is the pituitary, which is under tension in the 
modern man. How to get rid of it? Practise pranayama. 
Practise pranayama from mooladhara right up to sahasrara, 
the pituitary, and there concentrate on sahasrara, concentrate 
on the crown, concentrate on the area of the thousand 
petalled lotus, and afterwards you will see visions and so on 
and so forth. You will feel better! That is how one should 
relax. 

If you have pain in a particular part of your body, 
concentrate on that part of your body and prana will be 
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awakened. If you have a headache, concentrate there and 
the headache will be over. If you have pain in the heart, 
concentrate and the prana will be awakened, and this is 
how the healing takes place. The prana is inherent. The 
prana is within us. We have to awaken the prana and for the 
awakening of prana, pranayama should be practised. 

Sometimes when the physical body is resting, the mind 
is not. Sometimes the conscious mind is relaxing but the 
subconscious mind is not. If tranquillizers are taken, the 
conscious mind and body may be relaxed, but deep-rooted 
worrying still goes on. Pranayama can be utilized very 
effectively to bring about total relaxation and emotional 
integration, because in this system we maintain perpetual 
awareness while bringing the mind down to deeper levels of 
the subconscious. 

Abdominal breathing is a good technique for relaxation. 
This can also be done while lying down. Take a deeper breath 
than usual and during inhalation feel the movement of the 
abdomen. Forget your nose. Feel that you are breathing in 
through the abdomen. Feel the abdomen expanding and 
contracting with each inhalation and exhalation. Count 
each breath with total awareness from 100 back to 1 (do not 
count from 1 to 100). If you make a mistake or lose count, 
start again from 100. Practise like this — 99 yes, 98 I know, 
97 I am aware, 96 I am still counting. It is important to 
register each number in your conscious awareness. Relaxation 
techniques stress total awareness of all mental functions, and 
in this particular practice awareness of the counting is very 
important. Awareness of the mind enables you to relax, but 
when you lose this awareness there is tension. So count from 
100 back to 1 without losing awareness, without making 
any mistakes. At the same time feel that the diaphragm is 
breathing, moving up and down with each inhalation and 
exhalation. 

Next go to the throat. Listen to the sound of the breath 
and feel that the throat is breathing. Count each round 
from 100 back to 1. Now move up to the nostrils; keep your 
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concentration between nasikagra, the tip of the nose, and 
bhrumadhya, the eyebrow centre. Don’t go beyond that. Feel 
that the whole breathing process is taking place between the 
tip of the nose and the eyebrow centre, and count from 100 
back to 1. 

Alternate breathing is a simple technique which anyone 
can practise. Lie down and feel that you are inhaling through 
the left nostril and exhaling through the right. Don’t use your 
finger; just feel that you are breathing in through the left 
nostril and out through the right, and then in through the 
right and out through the left. This is 1 round. Do 4 rounds of 
alternate breathing and on the 5th round breathe in through 
both nostrils. Go on practising 6, 7, 8, 9 rounds of alternate 
breathing and on the 10th round breathe in through both 
nostrils. Remember 1-4, 6-9, 11-14, breathe alternately and 
5, 10, 15, breathe through both nostrils. Practise this and in 
a minute you will feel more relaxed. Alternate breathing is 
beneficial for everybody. You can start with 15 rounds and 
work up to 51 rounds maximum. 

While practising relaxation techniques you must think, 
‘I am not going to sleep’. In yoga, sleep is considered to be 
one of the vrittis, modifications of the mind. Just as fear is a 
vritti, worry is a vritti, passion and greed are vrittis, so sleep 
is also a vritti, a mental pattern. Therefore whichever practice 
is used during relaxation, try your level best to keep awake 
and conscious. Be aware of what you are practising. 

Many times during relaxation you will not be able to 
complete the practice because after 3 or 4 rounds you 
will feel tranquil and enter into sleep. But a yogi does not 
go to sleep while relaxing the mind. This is called moha 
nidra, ignorance. If he has decided to practise 51 rounds of 
alternate breathing, he will complete it and then only will he 
sleep. The next time you are very tired mentally, remember 
this. Keep yourself inwardly more aware, rather than trying 
to escape from realities. Taking a tranquillizer and going to 
sleep at the moment of anguish is escapism. You must try to 
face yourself. 
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For relief from negative feelings 

One should practise awareness of the natural breath. This will 
bring immediate relief from feelings such as anxiety, grief, 
guilt, envy, remorse, jealousy, fear and so on. 

When one is frightened or anxious, one has the feeling of 
some kind of cramp, shock or a jerk in the navel region. This 
is due to the nature of the stress mechanism in your system 
which prepares you instantly for a ‘fight or flight’ reaction. 
It occurs on account of the sudden injection of adrenal 
secretions into your bloodstream. You have to overcome this 
by doing pranayama. If you practise pranayama coupled with 
moola bandha, in time the fear or anxiety will go away. 

The best thing to overcome fear is to face it — let it come! 
Bring it to the forefront of your mind; do not suppress it and 
do not withdraw yourself. Facing it is the best. You can face 
it on two planes, the mental and the psychic. On the mental 
plane let it come spontaneously into your mind for as long 
as you can handle and face it. Then, when you cannot handle 
it, suppress it. On the psychic plane, when you are practising 
yoga or mantra and the frightening visions come, let them 
come. So you must not fight with fear on the psychic and 
mental plane. 

Side by side, you must practise pranayama very regularly. 
Many times fear has something to do with imbalance or low 
energy in the nervous system. Of course the seed of fear is in 
everyone and when your nervous system is strong, you don’t 
feel it, but when it is weak, you feel it. So, you should practise 
pranayama with bandhas and you will be better. 

Fear always follows man. Only a person who has realized 
his own self is absolutely fearless, otherwise everybody has 
some sort of fear in him always. What I am telling you is that 
you might as well be at home with fear — that’s all! You cannot 
get rid of it; it goes with man. 


For anger and aggression 


Anger is best managed by practising forgiveness and prana- 
yama, such as deep breathing or bhramari pranayama. The 
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aspirant has to decide which approach will give the quickest 
result or is most appropriate to subdue the anger. 

Aggression can be combated by the practice of the 
cooling breaths, sheetali and sheetkari pranayamas, but 
first a thorough study should be made of one’s personality. 
Aggression is part of one’s nature that develops during the 
course of life and sometimes psychological disturbances 
can be caused by trying to arrest a natural aspect of the 
personality. 

Although pranayama is suggested, one’s nature should 
be used in constructive and creative work. A person with 
an aggressive nature can be very dynamic. He can use his 
personality to bring about great changes in society. 


For depression 
Depression, despondency is the first symptom of the troubled 
mind and its problem. Vishad Yoga — the life of a human being 
does not begin with asana and pranayama but with dejection 
and despair. Think over it and see if I am right or wrong. Had 
your mind not been dejected, depressed, agitated, restless, 
unhappy and miserable could you have ever set about 
balancing the mind? Would you ever have made any effort in 
that direction? Why else do you want to stabilize, steady and 
straighten out your mind? Tell me if I am making a wrong 
observation and an erroneous statement. Why not leave your 
mind as it is? Because you do suffer, you become miserable, 
and that is the beginning of depression and dejection. The 
agonies begin to trouble you, there is sleeplessness. Because 
of a troubled mind there is no concentration, the mind 
wanders, wavers and then you begin to seek a remedy and to 
learn how and where to apply it. It is then you take to asanas 
and pranayama to steady the mind to make it one-pointed. 
When a person is suffering from depression, bhastrika 
should be practised in stages. In the morning, one should get 
out of bed, prepare about a litre of warm saline water, drink it 
quickly and bring it up quickly — this is the practice of kunjal. 
Then have a bath, practise asanas, practise Japa, practise 
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other pranayamas: this is preparation for the bhastrika. 
First mellow or mild bhastrika, gradually built up to fast, 
intense, violent bhastrika. It is not meant for everybody, it 
is only meant for those unfortunate souls who are deeply 
depressed. Bhastrika is practised intensely, then lie flat on 
the floor and contract the rectum, contract the abdomen, 
contract the throat, and stop the breath. Release it after 
sometime. Repeat it a number of times. This is one of the best 
pranayamas for people suffering from chronic depression. 
But it must be remembered that pranayama should never be 
practised without asanas. And violent pranayama must never 
be practised without complete preparation. 


For overcoming addictions 

There are many ways to overcome addictions, particularly 
to alcohol. In action alcohol is a stimulant and in reaction it 
is a depressant. Therefore, to eradicate reliance on alcohol 
you must first of all take up those yoga practices which can 
give you stimulation and peace of mind simultaneously. In 
particular, if you practise pranayama, hatha yoga and kriya 
yoga, you will be helped a lot. When the body is full of toxins, 
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it always demands more and more of the same toxins. So, 
at this time, the body should be purified by the practices of 
hatha yoga and the science of fasting. 

Smoking is related to nervous depression resulting from 
tension. When you have tension, there is a tendency towards 
depression in the nervous system and at that time you feel 
like smoking. 

The parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous systems 
have an outflow and inflow of a certain amount of energy, just 
as electrical energy is flowing here in a certain voltage — 220, 
110 or 32 volts. The nervous system carries energy impulses 
which can be measured through modern instruments. When 
you practise bhastrika or kapalbhati pranayama, for example, 
both the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems 
register accelerated electrical impulses on the chart. 

This means that when you are practising kapalbhati or 
bhastrika, your sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous 
systems are supplying extra electrical energy to your 
body. However, when the mind is overloaded with anxiety, 
overthinking, ambition, building castles in the air, etc., 
then the nervous system at one point refuses to supply the 
necessary electrical energy that is required. 

For example, this electrical wire can supply 220 volts of 
electricity, so the mike and the electric lights are working 
alright. But, if you connect a big machine here, then you will 
find the moment you switch it on, the electric lights will be 
comparatively dimmer or the fuses will blow. That is also what 
happens in nervous depression when the nervous system is 
unable to supply the required energy to the body and brain. 
So at that time, you need a little bit of smoke, nicotine, to 
boost up the nervous energy and you feel better. 

I feel those who want to smoke should do it and those 
who do not want to smoke should not. However, if you say, ‘I 
don’t like to smoke but still I smoke’, then that is not good. 
You assert that it is injurious to health and still you go on 
smoking. No. If you are going to smoke, then speak like 
Churchill. Once some people said to Churchill, ‘Smoking is 
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bad.’ He said, “There can be no greater nonsense.’ And he 
lived a full life as far as we know. 

You have to be a strong man with a weak habit, not a 
victim of a weak habit. If you are a strong man, the weak 
habit will not create any disaster in your life. If you are a weak 
man with weak habits, you can have all sorts of problems, 
constipation, nervous breakdown, cough and cold, lung 
cancer and this and that. 

However, if one is very sincere and wants to get out of the 
habit of smoking, the best thing is to practise pranayama in 
the morning and a relaxing practice like yoga nidra at night. 


For efficient functioning of the mind 

The mind can be influenced through the practice of 
pranayama, mudra and bandha, as the practice of pranayama 
removes the imbalance between the sympathetic and para- 
sympathetic nervous systems. When there is an imbalance or 
disharmony between the sympathetic and parasympathetic 
nervous systems, the mind cannot be controlled. 

Supposing one wants to concentrate on an object but is 
disturbed by external factors — the mind will not listen to its 
owner. After about ten or fifteen minutes of pranayama, there 
is a definite change, and the mind can be handled. The reason 
yoga practices are so powerful is due to their effect on the un- 
conscious mind where they root out the real cause of problems. 

Each of us fluctuates between periods of mental and 
physical activities. Generally, because of the type of work that 
each of us does, we tend to either do too much mental work 
or too much physical work. We are either too introvert or too 
extrovert. There are times when we attempt mental work yet 
find it more difficult than usual. We generally force ourselves 
and end up with a headache or in a bad mood. At other times 
we want to do some physical work yet our mind is not on the 
job; we are thinking of everything else but the physical work 
involved. At other times just the opposite is the case — mental 
work comes easily and without effort; or conversely we can 
do physical work with zest and enthusiasm. 
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A sure indicator of which type of work is suitable is the 
predominant flow of air in the nostrils. If the right nostril 
has the greatest flow then we are most likely to be actively 
inclined. We are more suited to physical work. The mind is 
extroverted and the body generates more heat. If the left 
nostril has the greatest flow then the mind is introverted and 
any kind of mental work can be undertaken. During sleep ida 
is dominant. If pingala is flowing it is normally more difficult 
to sleep. Generally, the flows are involuntary, but it is possible 
to manipulate the flows using willpower and various yogic 
techniques. 


Pranayama in meditational techniques 
Pranayama is an essential prelude and integral part of kriya 
yoga and various other meditational practices. By regulating 
the flow of prana in the body one can tranquillize the mind 
and free it, at least for some time, of the incessant conflicts 
and thoughts that make higher awareness difficult. By 
manipulating prana in the psychic body one is able to make 
the mind a suitable vessel for meditational experience. 
Pranayama is an indispensable tool. Meditation can 
be experienced without pranayama, but pranayama is the 
supercharger that makes meditation possible for most people. 
For verification of this let us refer to Ramana Maharshi. 
He said, “The principle underlying the system of yoga is 
that the source of thought on the one hand and of breath 
and vital forces on the other, is one and the same. In other 
words, the breath, vital forces, the physical body and even 
the mind are all no more than forms of prana or energy. 
Therefore, if any of them are effectively controlled then the 
other is automatically brought under control. Yoga aims at 
influencing the manolaya (subsistence of the mind) by means 
of the pranalaya (subsistence of the breath and vital forces), 
which is brought about by the practice of pranayama.” 
There are different pranayamas for physical health 
but there is one pranayama for yoga people who want to 
meditate. The name of that pranayama is ujjayi and when you 
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practise that pranayama it will be felt that you are breathing 
very deep or as if steam is escaping from an old boiler. You 
turn your tongue inward and stick your tongue against the 
upper palate. Push it a little inside, as far as you can. Turn the 
tongue and sit down. Continue that breathing for a number 
of times. You will have to learn it systematically and practise 
for about a year. This is a wonderful thing, if at all you do it, 
and after sometime you will know the great results. You do 
not have to take a tranquillizer. 

You have to wait until your tongue goes into the upper 
part of the nasal orifice and plugs the hole and creates 
pressure to that particular part and like any other gland, 
like the salivary gland, the pancreatic gland, the thyroid 
gland that nectar gland starts functioning. This is the role of 
pranayama in meditation. 

Millions of samskaras, latent impressions buried in the 
depths of the mind, are always coming up and influencing 
our behaviour, personality and destiny. The practice of 
pranayama before mouna, explodes these samskaras from 
the bottom of the mind to the top, and makes us sensitive 
enough to see exactly what is there. 


For meditation 

In yoga practices the usual aim is to make the flow in each 
nostril exactly the same. Again, this is done by means of 
pranayama. When the flow of air is equal in each nostril then 
the flow in the ida and pingala nadis is also the same. Under 
these conditions prana begins to flow in the sushumna, the 
most important nadi in the bioplasmic body. 

When sushumna flows, the brain is alert and the aware- 
ness is greater. When pingala is flowing, the awareness is less 
and the body functions are more. When ida is flowing, the 
functions of the mind are dominant and the body functions 
are depressed. When both ida and pingala flow equally, the 
two hemispheres of the brain become active simultaneously 
and so there is heightened awareness. You must practise nadi 
shodhana pranayama and you will experience this. 
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Sushumna may flow for a split second and when it flows 
you do not have to make any efforts to meditate. You close 
your eyes and you are in meditation. When pingala is flowing, 
no matter what you do, meditation will never take place, 
for the body is excited and agitated. When ida is flowing 
meditation will also not be successful as you will become 
introverted, you will have visions, you will have dreams, you 
will be drowsy and sluggish. When sushumna is flowing, there 
will be light inside and meditation will become spontaneous. 
That is why one who wants to meditate successfully should 
practise pranayama. By the practice of pranayama, one 
should awaken sushumna, and meditation becomes automatic 
and easy. In fact, it is said that prana must start to flow in 
sushumna for the experience of meditation to take place. 


Japa sahita pranayama 

Japa done with pranayama becomes very effective within a 
short period and works as a medium of introversion more 
effectively than the mala. There are some sadhakas who split 
their mantra in two and set them with the inhalation and 
exhalation. If they repeat So while inhaling, they repeat Ham 
while exhaling, or if they repeat O . . . while inhaling they 
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repeat Mmm . . . while exhaling which is a good technique 
for the beginner. 

Some others do not split their mantra but repeat Om 
Namah Shivaya twice or thrice or as many times as they are 
able to do while inhaling and while exhaling, they repeat the 
same mantra the same number of times. This is a powerful 
method of japa sahita pranayama. I have even come across 
such sadhakas who inhaled for one hundred Oms and exhaled 
to the same extent. However, a beginner is not advised to 
attempt such a high level of pranayama. 


Preparation for kriya yoga 


There are twenty major kriyas which can be learned without 
difficulty. They are arranged in a special order to systema- 
tically induce pratyahara, dharana and dhyana. There are no 
social or age restrictions for kriya yoga. However, you should 
be able to practise pranayama so that it does not produce 
heat in the body. 

Just as salt is the basic spice in food, likewise pranayama is 
the basic practice in kriya yoga. When pranayama is practised 
for a long time for 15 to 30 minutes every day, it creates heat 
in the system which can cause constipation and drying up of 
mucus in the lungs. Kidney metabolism also slows down. It 
is very important to remember that while doing pranayama 
the body should not perspire or shake. First make yourself 
proficient in pranayama before you take to the practice of 
kriya yoga, then you will easily master the practices and gain 
the optimum benefits. 

If you have been practising pranayama for a long time, 
then it will hardly take three to six months to prepare for 
kriya yoga. But if you have not been practising pranayama 
it may take up to two to three years. Pranayama must be 
perfected and the body must be gradually accustomed to its 
effects. Therefore, those people who have not been practising 
pranayama will need longer to prepare. However, in any case 
one can be ready for kriya yoga within six months to three 
years. 
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The different forms of pranayama prepare the channels 
or media through which the energy must flow. Not all 
pranayamas are specifically intended to awaken kundalini. 
Certain pranayamas are practised to purify the carrying 
channels, the nadis. Some are intended to create heat in the 
system while others stimulate ajna chakra to function as a 
monitor. For example, ujjayi clears pingala for the ascension 
of prana. Those spiritual seekers who want to break the 
bondage of matter over mind, and mind over spirit, will find 
out how difficult this is. To aid this process, ujjayi pranayama, 
psychic breathing, is used in most kriyas. 

There are many types of pranayama like nadi shodhana, 
bhastrika, kapalbhati, ujjayi, sheetali, sheetkari, bhramari, 
surya bheda, moorchha, etc. Out of all these, ujjayi 
pranayama is chosen for kriya yoga because it has been found 
that it is the easiest and safest. Bhastrika pranayama is faster 
and the results are quick, but at the same time the side effects 
are uncertain. With ujjayi pranayama, the effect is slow but it 
is certain and safe. 

When you practise bhastrika pranayama for half an 
hour with rapid speed, you can simply transcend the mind. 
Bhastrika pranayama can be practised in a mild way, but it 
can also be practised in an intense way. All the pranas in 
the body begin to vibrate as if your body is experiencing 
a cyclone, and at the end of the pranayama, the mind is 
completely lost. It is doubtless a very powerful pranayama, 
but then the side effects are uncertain. Some can benefit 
no doubt, but others can have respiratory and nervous 
difficulties. 

With the help of ujjayi pranayama, you can span the 
whole distance of the spine from the top to the bottom and 
from the bottom to the top. You can feel that your breath is 
passing up and down through the centre of the spine. Ujjayi 
is a natural, unconscious and spontaneous way of breathing. 
Therefore, neither bhastrika nor nadi shodhana pranayama 
are indicated in kriya yoga. When ujjayi is practised for 
fifteen minutes or half an hour, suddenly a feeling of 
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slipping out of the body and being somewhere else arises. 
Although it is described as a specific practice, ujjayi often 
occurs spontaneously when concentration becomes deep and 
intense. 


Pranayama for the defence services at high altitude 

Our sannyasins have been to Siachen, Leh, and trained the 
army personnel there. The Siachen glacier is twenty-five 
thousand feet above sea level. Breathing problems and heart 
trouble happen at around eighteen thousand feet. At twenty- 
five thousand feet the army personnel carry heavy guns and a 
pack weighing up to twenty-five kilos while climbing the hills. 
Due to the high altitude, they also need oxygen cylinders. My 
view is that the units which go to high altitudes, sixteen or 
eighteen thousand feet above sea level, should practise more 
pranayama. They should practise bhastrika and kapalbhati 
for about an hour. If they can do that, they will have no 
difficulty in performing at high altitudes. 


PRANAYAMA FOR ALL-ROUND 
DEVELOPMENT IN CHILDREN 


Emotional stability gained through pranayama frees mental 
and creative energies in a constructive way, and the child 
exhibits more self-confidence, self-awareness and self- 
control. Since the physiological development of the lungs 
continues to take place up to the age of eight, it is important 
that children are encouraged to practise many forms of 
breathing techniques. Nadi shodhana, alternate nostril 
breathing, to balance the two hemispheres of the brain, or 
yogic pranayama, abdominal breathing, are two important 
examples for achieving efficiency in respiration with little 
energy drain. 

Recently there has been a call by educators for increased 
depth and breadth in the education system. These people 
want the intuitive and creative side of a child’s personality 
and mind developed in order to redress the existing 
imbalances which may be the cause of many of our present 
problems in life. Surya namaskara combined with nadi 
shodhana pranayama, shambhavi mudra and Gayatri mantra 
is the ancient method prescribed by the yogis and rishis to 
slow down pineal degeneration. These practices help to 
maintain the whole ajna chakra complex which is seated in 
the pineal as well as develop not only the intellect but also 
the intuition. In this way balance is achieved and life will be 
smoother sailing. 


Pranayama for glandular health 

Nowadays, as children grow up, their pineal gland begins 
to decay and their pituitary gland begins to develop 
automatically. In order to maintain the health of the pineal 
gland so that it may survive for as many years as possible, 
mantra, pranayama and surya namaskara were introduced. 
How does pranayama affect the pineal gland situated at 
the top of the spinal column in the medulla oblongata? We 
call it ajna chakra, the monitoring centre from where the 
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respiratory system, excretory system and all other systems 
in the body are given orders. This monitoring centre can be 
trained through pranayama. 

The pituitary is in the midbrain. It secretes different 
groups of hormones called pituitary hormones. In yoga 
the pituitary gland is known as sahasrara chakra. The 
pituitary hormones interact with all the bodily functions. 
At a particular moment in life, this gland sends forth 
the hormones which develop our masculine or feminine 
personality. Thus we become male or female, physically as 
well as emotionally. Our sex glands are formed and become 
operative only when the ajna chakra or the pineal gland starts 
degenerating. As long as a child has a functioning pineal 
gland, sexual aggressiveness will never manifest. 

Why do children start behaving anti-socially and commit- 
ting all sorts of criminal acts? When the pineal gland begins 
to decay, a major controlling lock upon the functioning of the 
pituitary gland is released. When this control is released the 
pituitary hormones begin to form and enter the bloodstream. 
Aggressive, anti-social and delinquent behaviour, which 
signals the onset of puberty and sexual activity, can arise at 
any time. A boy or girl of fifteen can think, can experience, 
can desire, can have the passion of a man of thirty-five. 
There is no balance because the pineal was not maintained 
in a healthy state when it began to degenerate at the age of 
seven or eight. As a result they have high levels of disturbing 
hormones in their blood, which influence the different glands 
and the nervous system, ultimately affecting their behaviour. 


Developing the child’s brain 

Through the practice of yoga nidra, pranayama, surya 
namaskara and chanting of mantra, the inner components 
of the brain can be brought to a point of regulation. This is 
how the education of the child can be imparted even without 
the child’s knowledge. The brain composition has to be 
influenced by certain practical methods. Therefore, yoga 
should be properly investigated by educators. 
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During the practice of pranayama, the activities in the 
brain have been investigated, and the claims of hatha yoga 
have been properly substantiated. Hatha yoga talks about ida 
and pingala nadis, the cold and hot channels. It states clearly 
that these two channels are physiological in nature. They are 
not abstract or symbolic; they are real. 

These two important channels exist within the framework 
of the spinal column. One channel controls the brain and its 
faculties of consciousness, and the other channel controls 
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the life force and its impact on human existence. Therefore, 
these two channels should be properly regulated in order to 
ensure the balanced development of the child. 

In the case of a blockage in these two channels, the 
brain has to suffer. When a child is dull, how are you going 
to scientifically evolve this condition of the brain? It is not 
enough to classify children as dull and forget about them. A 
dull brain can be tackled by rejuvenating the respective nadi 
or channel. 

When a child is dull, it does not necessarily mean that 
he has some mechanical or structural defect in his brain. 
Dullness may be due to a deficiency in the quantum of energy 
supplied to the brain. Hatha yoga is very clear about this. It 
states that through the practice of pranayama, the pranas 
are extended to every part of the brain, increasing and 
awakening the total functioning capacity. Circulation of the 
pranas is very important, not only for the physical activities, 
but also for the mental activities. 

In schools we find that children are not able to con- 
centrate. Their minds are like jumping monkeys. Through 
the practice of pranayama we can help them integrate the 
dissipated forces of their personality while they are studying 
for school. Pranayama has long been misunderstood as 
merely breathing exercises, whereas it is actually intended to 
create a balance between the mental and physical forces. 

If you are able to awaken sushumna nadi in a child by 
the scientific process of pranayama, you can awaken his full, 
creative potential which now remains dormant and hidden, 
but which is nevertheless a reality. You are bringing the 
participation of the whole brain, not only into his studies but 
into all spheres of his life. 


Yoga for physically and mentally challenged children 
Yoga is the way for children who are physically disabled to 
enjoy physical education without being set apart as different. 
Mentally disabled children can also benefit from yoga 
postures, kirtan, pranayama and karma yoga. 
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Pranayama together with asanas works directly on the 
brain and the endocrine system and, therefore, on the 
mind and the emotional nature of the child, helping to re- 
establish emotional harmony and psychomotor normality, 
that is, a normal attention span. We will illustrate the effect 
of yoga on hyperactive, aggressive children by recounting our 
experiences and pointing out the need for a more accurate 
knowledge of the wide ranging effects of yoga practices. 

A nine-year-old child was brought by his mother for yoga 
classes. She reported that he got up in the morning and beat 
his five year old brother before noisily going off to school 
where he also showed disruptive, aggressive behaviour. The 
only thing he seemed to enjoy was singing with the Vienna 
Boys’ Choir. At the end of the first yoga session he was told 
that if he had enjoyed the class he should come back the 
following week; but if he did not want to come again he did 
not have to. He came back, with his mother’s encouragement 
we are sure. 

After a few sessions he was given his own practice, or 
sadhana, to be done every morning before breakfast. It 
consisted of surya namaskara, a series of twelve postures, 
and seven rounds each of simple alternate breathing in the 
nostrils, and bhramari pranayama, the humming bee breath. 

Several months later his mother telephoned to say that 
if the director of the Vienna Boys’ Choir called, he should 
be told that her son was attending yoga classes on Thursday 
afternoons for the correction of a spinal problem. The 
class clashed with one of the choir practices on Thursday 
afternoons. She did not want him to stop either the yoga or 
the choir because he had become a much happier child at 
home. He did his yoga every morning then came quietly to 
breakfast before going to school. 

We usually teach pranayama and mantra first because 
a child’s brain is growing; therefore, his mental capacities 
should be given a proper direction and not suppressed. 
Pranayama will help develop the inner, unseen faculties of the 
brain, and mantra will give them the power of concentration. 
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Scriptural References 


pas is an important part of yoga practices and as 
such is mentioned in almost all traditional texts on yoga. 
The authoritative Hatha Yoga Pradipika, an ancient classic 
on yoga, emphasizes the relationship between prana and 
life. This is clearly stated as follows: “When there is prana 
in the body it is called life; when it leaves the body it results 
in death.” 
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This is exactly what modern scientists have clearly stated — 
that organic objects are pervaded by bioplasmic energy (which 
the ancients deemed to call prana) and when this energy 
leaves the body organism, death will occur. That ancient yogis 
could know about prana without the aid of sophisticated in- 
struments says a lot for their awareness of life and existence. 
The following sloka or verse is also very enlightening (Hatha 
Yoga Pradipika 2:2): “When prana fluctuates then the chilta, 
mind, also fluctuates; when the prana becomes steady then 
the chitta also becomes steady.” 

It means that when the pranic body is not functioning 
properly then the mind is simultaneously disturbed; when the 
flow of prana is harmonized then the mind is also brought 
into equanimity. Again this close relationship between these 
two aspects has been investigated and conclusively found 
to be as the ancients foretold. The practices of pranayama 
are intended to bring about calmness in the mind by 
harmonizing the pranic flow in the body. 

Large numbers of hatha yoga texts were written through- 
out the ages. The most well-known of these are the Hatha Yoga 
Pradipika, the Shiva Samhita and the Gheranda Samhita. These 
texts give details on asanas, pranayamas and other hatha 
yoga practices, together with techniques for performing 
mudras and bandhas. All the books, however, emphasize that 
the hatha yoga practices are not specifically aimed at making 
the body healthy. They are a means to higher ideals which 
first demand a healthy body. 

Many of the Upanishads devote much space to describing 
prana and its implications. They describe the psychic pathways 
which exist within, and through which prana flows, including 
the major nadis, ida, pingala and sushumna. The concept of 
kundalini in the form of a serpent power within the body is also 
indicated. One of the so-called minor Upanishads, the Yoga 
Chudamani Upanishad, covers a wide range of practical aspects 
of yoga ranging from asanas and pranayamas to psychic 
centres and self-realization. The other Upanishads are also a 
source of many practical and theoretical principles of yoga. 
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Hatha Yoga Pradipika 
(1:15): 


Atyaahaarah prayaasashva prajalpo niyamagrahah; 
Janasangashcha laulyam cha shadbhiryogo vinashyati. 


Overeating, exertion, talkativeness, not adhering to 
rules, being in the company of common people and 
unsteadiness (wavering mind) are the six (causes) which 
destroy yoga. 


When asanas and bandhas are practised one should feel an 
energy boost afterwards rather than an energy loss. If one 
experiences tiredness, it means some practices are being 
done incorrectly. (1:55): 


Evamaasanabandheshu yogeendro vigatashramah; 
Abhyasennaadikaashuddhim mudraadipavanakriyaam. 


Thus the best of yogis, being free from fatigue in 
practising asana and bandha, should practise purifica- 
tion of the nadis, mudras and pranayama. 


After asanas, pranayama should be practised to purify the 
nadis. For this purpose, nadi shodhana pranayama is best. 
Then mudras should be performed to channel the energy 
and create specific attitudes of mind, and bandhas to force 
the energy upward. In hatha yoga the sequence is asanas first, 
then pranayama, mudras and bandhas. Lastly, one should 
sit quietly in a meditative pose and concentrate on a symbol. 
If the inner sound can be heard, concentrate on that. This 
sequence is given in (1:56): 


Aasanam kumbhakam chitram mudraakhyam karanam 
tathaa; 
Atha naadaanusandhaanamabhyaasaanukramo hathe. 


Asana, the varieties of kumbhaka, practices called 
mudras and concentration on the inner sound (nada) 
comprise the sequence of hatha yoga. 
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In the traditional texts there are innumerable rules and 
regulations pertaining to pranayama. The main points are to 
exercise moderation, balance and common sense with regard 
to inner and outer thinking and living (2:1): 


Athaasane dridhe yogee vashee hitamitaashanah; 
Guroopadishtamaarge praanaayaamaansamabhyaset. 


Thus, being established in asana and having control (of 
the body), taking a balanced diet, pranayama should 
be practised according to the instructions of the guru. 


When the body is regulated by means of asana and a 
moderate diet, a sadhaka should begin the next stage 
of hatha yoga, which is pranayama. Pranayama is more 
than simple breathing exercises, and it must be practised 
systematically and under proper guidance according to the 
instructions of the guru. It is said (2:2): 


Chale vaate chalam chittam nishchale nishchalam bhavet; 
Yogee sthaanutvamaapnoti tato vaayum nirodhayet. 


When prana moves, chitta (the mental force) moves. 
When prana is without movement, chitta is without 
movement. By this (steadiness of prana) the yogi attains 
steadiness and should thus restrain the vayu (air). 


The mind is like a wild monkey, jumping here and there. 
Because of this inborn tendency it is difficult to hold it 
still. Hatha yoga says let the mind be, concentrate on the 
autonomic bodily functions and vital energy, and the mind 
will become quiet by itself. When the nervous impulses are 
steady and rhythmic, the brain functions are regulated and 
the brainwaves also become rhythmic. 

There are three modes of nature and mind known as 
the gunas; they are tamas, rajas and sattwa. Tamas is inertia, 
rajas is dynamism and sattwa is steadiness. For example, a 
rock represents tamas, man represents rajas and divinity 
represents sattwa. The dull mind, or the mind in which there 
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is no awareness, is tamasic or inert; the mind which oscillates 
between awareness and no awareness is rajasic or dynamic; 
and the steady, one-pointed mind is sattwic. It is written (2:6 
and 2:11): 


Praanaayaamam tatah kuryaannityam saattvikayaa dhiyaa; 
Yathaa sushumnaanaadeesthaa malaah shuddhim prayaanti 
cha. 


Praatarmadhyadine saayamardharaatre cha kumbhakaan; 
Shanairasheetiparyantam chaturvaaram samabhyaset. 


Therefore, pranayama should be done daily with a 
sattwic state of mind so that the impurities are driven 
out of sushumna nadi and purification occurs. (2:6) 


Retention should be practised perfectly four times a 
day: early morning, midday, evening and midnight, so 
that retention is gradually held up to eighty (counts in 
one sitting). (2:11) 


Those who are completely dedicated to a life of hatha yoga 
sadhana should practise pranayama at the four specified 
times, but due to the nature of modern social commitments 
and the way of life, few would find this possible. For the 
average person it is sufficient to practise once a day. It is best 
to rise early in the morning, take a bath, do neti and kunjal 
if necessary, then practise asanas and pranayama. If there is 
the opportunity to do sadhana in the evening, do it before 
eating. It is said (2:12): 


Kaneeyast bhavetsvedah kampo bhavati madhyama; 
Uttame sthaanamaapnoti tato vaayum nibhandhayet. 


At first there is perspiration, in the middle stage 
trembling, in the highest stage complete steadiness, 
and therefore the breath should be withheld. 


When the body is unclean, impurities are excreted through 
the pores of the skin in the form of perspiration. When the 
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body has been purified, only water, salt and hormones are 
excreted through the skin. When the body becomes hot due 
to pranayama, excess water may be lost. It is said (2:13): 


Jalena shramajaatena gaatramardanamaacharet; 
Dridhataa laghutaa chaiva tena gaatrasya jaayate. 


Rub the body with the perspiration from the labour (of 
pranayama). The body derives firmness and steadiness 
from this, siddhi is attained. 


There are seven dhatus known as sapta dhatu: blood, fat, 
flesh, bone, marrow, skin, semen/ova. To maintain these, 
certain hormones are produced, and when they cannot 
be stored they are expelled from the system. If there is 
perspiration due to pranayama, hormones are released 
unnecessarily. Therefore, the perspiration should be rubbed 
back into the skin so that they are reabsorbed through the 
pores. This helps to rebalance the system and tone the nerves 
and muscles (2:14): 


Abhyaasakaale prathame shastam ksheeraajyabhojanam; 
Tato'bhyaase dridheebhoote na taadrinniyamagrahah. 


In the beginning stages of practice, food consisting of 
milk and ghee is recommended. Upon being established 
in the practice such restrictions are not necessary. 


If performed properly and systematically any yogic technique 
will activate a greater pranic capacity and thus eliminate 
disorders and malfunctioning in the physical body, but if the 
practices are done incorrectly and unsystematically, more 
physical disturbances will develop (2:16): 


Praanaayaamena yuktena sarvarogakshayo bhavet; 
Ayuktaabhyaasayogena sarvarogasamudbhavah. 


By proper practice of pranayama, etc., all diseases are 
eradicated. Through improper practice all diseases 
can arise. 


160 


When pranayama is performed correctly and systematically, 
in the proper proportion, and in a steady sitting position, 
prana is channelled into the higher brain centres which are 
responsible for greater psychic capacity. Nothing can ever be 
attained by just inhaling and exhaling in any fashion or in 
the usual way (2:18): 


Yuktam tyajedvaayum yuktam cha poorayet; 
Yuktam cha bandheeyaadevam siddhimavaapnuyaat. 


The vayu should skilfully be inhaled, exhaled and 
retained so that perfection or siddhi is attained. 


The word yuktam is used repeatedly in this verse to 
emphasize the necessity of precision. Just as an engineer who 
works with precision becomes perfect in his profession, in the 
same way, the sadhaka who practises pranayama precisely 
and systematically develops physical, mental and psychic 
perfection or siddhi. 

Purification of the nadis means the Shakti can flow 
throughout the body unhindered. Just as a light bulb glows 
with the flow of positive and negative electric currents, the 
body emits radiance from the flow of positive and negative 
shakti. The stronger the flow, the brighter the glow. It is 
stated (2:19 and 2:20): 


Yadaa tu naadeeshuddhth syaattathaa chihnaani baahyatah; 
Kaayasya krishataa kaantistadaa jaayeta nishchitam. 


Yatheshtandhaaranam vaayoranalasya pradeepanam; 
Naadaabhivyaktiraarogyam jaayate naadishodhanaat. 


When the nadis are purified there are external symptoms. 
Success is definite when the body becomes thin and 
glows. (2:19) 


When one is able to hold the vayu according to one’s will, 
the digestive power increases. With the nadis purified, 
thus the inner sound or nada awakens and one is free 
from disease. (2:20) 
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The last of the six shatkarmas in the Hatha Yoga Pradipika and 
Gheranda Samhita is kapalbhati. Kapala means the ‘cranium’ 
or ‘forehead’. Bhati is ‘light’ or ‘splendour’, but it also means 
‘perception and knowledge’. 

Kapalbhati is a pranayama technique which invigorates 
the entire brain and awakens the dormant centres which are 
responsible for subtle perception. In English it is called the 
‘frontal brain cleansing’ technique. The Hatha Yoga Pradipika 
describes the way of breathing as being like a bellows (2:35): 


Bhastraavallohakaarasya rechapoorau sasambhramau. 
Kapaalabhaatirvikhyaataa kaphadoshavishoshanee. 


Perform exhalation and inhalation rapidly like the 
bellows (of a blacksmith). This is called kapalbhati; it 
destroys all mucous disorders. 


Pranayama has a definite strengthening effect on the brain 
centres responsible for emotion and fear. Swatmarama claims 
that fear of death can be eradicated through pranayama (2:39 
and 2:40): 


Brahmaadayo'pi tridashaah pavanaabhyaasatatparaah; 
Abhoovannantakabhayaattasmaatpavanamabhyaset. 


Yaavadbaddhomaruddehe yaavachchittam niraakulam; 
Yaavaddrishtirbhruvormadhye taavatkaalabhayam krutah. 


Even Brahma and other gods in heaven devote 
themselves to practising pranayama, as it ends the fear 
of death. Thus, it must be practised. (2:39) 


As long as the breath is restrained in the body, the mind 
is devoid of thought and the gaze is centred between 
the eyebrows, why should there be fear of death? (2:40) 


If the mind and prana are absorbed in the centre which is 
responsible for the experience of universal consciousness 
or atma, what can cause fear of death? When the individual 
soul or jivatma has merged into its source, experience is 
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total, there is no individuality. Any thought of death cannot 
occur because ‘you’ do not exist. Fear only comes with the 
experience of duality. If one thinks there is something to lose, 
if there is a feeling of separation and no knowledge of unity, 
then there is fear of death. 

Regular, ongoing and correct practice of pranayama 
activates sushumna nadi. Normally the energy in the nadis 
fluctuates from ida to pingala, but when the energy is equally 
balanced in both they cease to function and the energy rises 
through sushumna (2:41): 


Vidhivatpraanasamyaamairnaadeechakre vishodhite; 
Sushumnaavadanam bhittva sukhaadvishati maarutah. 


By systematically restraining the prana, the nadis and 
chakras are purified. Thus, the prana bursts open the 
doorway to sushumna and easily enters it. 


If pranayama is practised incorrectly, it could create an 
imbalance but nothing disastrous will happen. If done 
specifically as instructed by the guru, it will definitely arouse 
kundalini in this lifetime. When pranayama is done correctly, 
it is like sowing potent seeds in fertile soil. When practised 
incorrectly, it is like planting small stones in the soil, believing 
them to be seeds and expecting plants to grow. No matter how 
much you water the stones they will never develop into plants. 
It is said (2:43): 


Tatsiddhahye vidhaanajnaashchitraankurvanti kumbhakaan; 
Vichitra kumbhakaabhyaasaadvichitraam siddhimaapnuyaat. 


By practising the various kumbhakas wondrous perfec- 
tions are obtained. Those who are the knowers practise 
the various kumbhakas to accomplish them. 


Without bandhas, pranayama is incomplete. Either the three 
bandhas, jalandhara, uddiyana and moola bandha, should be 
done together or in different combinations. This is described 
in (2:45 and 2:46): 
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Poorakaante tu kartavyo bandho jaalandharaabhidhah; 
Kumbhakaante rechakaadau kartavyastooddiyaanakah. 


Adhastaatkunchanenaashu kanthasankochane krite; 
Madhye pashchimataanena syaatpraano brahmanaadigah. 


At the end of inhalation, jalandhara bandha is done. 
At the end of kumbhaka and beginning of exhalation, 
uddiyana bandha is done. (2:45) 


By contracting the perineum, contracting the throat 
and drawing the abdomen up, the prana flows into the 
brahma nadi. (2:46) 


The practice of surya bheda pranayama is described in 
(2:48-49): 


Aasane sukhade yogee badhvaa chaivaasanam tatah; 
Dakshanaadyaa samaakrishya bahihstham pavanam shanath. 


Aakeshaadaanakhaagraachcha nirodhaavadhi kumbhayet; 
Tatah shanaih savyanaadyaa rechayetpavanam shanath. 


Sitting comfortably, the yogi should become fixed in 
his posture and slowly breathe the air in through the 
right nostril. (2:48) 


Retention should then be held until the breath diffuses 
to the roots of the hair and tips of the nails. Then slowly 
exhale through the left nostril. (2:49) 


Swatmarama says that surya bheda eliminates imbalance of 
vata, the wind dosha (2:50): 


Kapaalashodhanam vaatadoshaghnam krimidoshahyat; 
Punahpunaridam kaaryam sooryabhedanamuttamam. 


Surya bheda is excellent for purifying the cranium, 
destroying imbalances ofthewind dosha and eliminating 
worms. It should be done again and again. 
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Ujjayi is described in (2:51 and 2:52): 


Mukham samyamya naadeebhyaamaakrishya pavanam 
shanath; 
Yathaa lagati kanthattu hridayaavadhi sasvanam. 


Poorvavatkumbhayetpraanam rechayedidayaa tathaa; 
Shleshmadoshaharam kanthe dehanalavivardhanam. 


Closing the mouth, inhale with control and concentration 
through ida and pingala, so that the breath is felt from 
the throat to the heart and produces a sonorous sound. 
(2:51) 


Do kumbhaka as before and exhale through ida. This 
removes phlegm from the throat and stimulates the 
(digestive) fire. (2:52) 


Swatmarama mentions that the practitioner of sheetkari 


becomes Kamadeva the second (2:54): 


Seetkaam kuryaattathaa vaktreghraanenawwa vyrimbhikaam; 
Evamabhyaasayogena kaamadevo dviteeyakah. 
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By drawing the breath in through the mouth, make a 
hissing sound, without gaping the mouth, and exhale 
through the nose. By practising this, one becomes a 
second Kamadeva (god of love). 


The effects of sheetkari are describes in a mysterious way 
(2:55): 


Yoginee chakrasammaanyahsrishtisamhaarakaarakah; 
Na kshudhaa na trishaa nidraa nawwaalasyam prajaayate. 


He is adored by the circle of yoginis and becomes the 
controller of creation and dissolution, being without 
hunger, thirst, sleep and laziness. 


According to this sloka, the one who perfects sheetkari is 
adored or worshipped by the chakra or circle of yoginis, but 
what exactly is the chakra of yogini? Chakra usually refers to 
a particular circle which is a source of energy. A yogini is a 
female yogi, the embodiment of Shakti, the cosmic, creative 
force. In tantra there is an order of sixty-four yoginis who 
represent the sixty-four tantras and the sixty-four perfections 
of yoga. 

The aspects and evolution of cosmic shakti from its 
source are represented by the Sri Yantra which is also called 
Sri Chakra. The Sri Yantra is the formula of creation, 
manifestation and dissolution of the macro and microcosmos. 
It is constituted by a number of interlacing triangles which 
are known as yoginis. They represent the cosmic shakti and 
manifestation of human existence. Sri Yantra also represents 
each individual. It is said that sheetkari leads to sattwa (2:56): 


Bhavetsattvam cha dehasya sarvopadravavarjitaah; 
Anena vidhinaa satyam yogeendro bhoomimandale. 


And the sattwa in the body becomes free from all 
disturbances. Truly, by the aforementioned method one 
becomes lord of yogis on this earth. 
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Here, Yogi Swatmarama is saying that through the practice 
of sheetkari pranayama, the body and mind can both be 
brought into a state of harmony and thereafter sattwa will 
become the dominating quality. One who has completely 
transcended tamas and rajas and is ruled by sattwa, is indeed 
a great yogi. 

Sheetali is described in (2:57): 


Jihvayaa vaayumaakrishya poorvavatkumbhasaadhanam; 
Shanakairghraanarandhraabhyaam rechayet pavanam 
sudheeh. 


The wise inhale air through the tongue and practise 
kumbhaka (as described before), then exhale the air 
through the nostrils. 


The benefits of sheetali are explained (2:58): 


Gulmapleehaadikan rogaan jvaram pittam kshudhaam 
trishaam; 
Vishaani sheetalee naama kumbhikeyam nihanti hi. 


This kumbhaka called sheetali cures an enlarged stomach 
or spleen and other related diseases, fever, excess bile, 
hunger and thirst, and counteracts poisons. 


The process of bhastrika pranayama is described in (2:66 
and 2:67): 


Kundalee bodhakam kshipram pavanam sukhadam hitam; 
Brahmanaadeemukhe samsthakaphaadyargalanaashanam. 


Samyaggaatrasamudbhootagranthitrayavibhedakam; 
Visheshenawva kartavyam bhastraakhyam kumbhakamtvidam. 


This (bhastrika) quickly arouses kundalini. It is pleasant 
and beneficial, and removes obstruction due to excess 
mucus accumulated at the entrance to brahma nadi. 
(2:66) 
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This kumbhaka called bhastrika enables the three 
granthis to be broken. Thus it is the duty of the yogi to 
practise bhastrika. (2:67) 


Swatmarama speaks highly of bhramari (2:68): 


Vegaadghosham poorakam bhringanaadam bhringeenaadam 
rechakam mandamandam; 
Yogeendraanaamevamabhyaasayogaachchitte jaataa kaachida- 
anandaleelaa. 


Breathe in quickly, making a reverberating sound 
like the male black bee, and exhale slowly while softly 
making the sound of the female black bee. By this yogic 
practice one becomes lord of the yogis and the mind is 
absorbed in bliss. 


Moorchha pranayama is described in (2:69): 


Poorantake gaadhataram badhva jaalandharam shanath; 
Rechayenmoorchchanaakhyeyam manomoorchchaa sukha- 
pradaa. 


At the end of inhalation gradually become fixed on 
jalandhara bandha, then exhale slowly. This is called 
the fainting or swooning pranayama as it makes the 
mind inactive and thus confers pleasure. 


Plavini pranayama is described in (2:70): 


Antah pravartitodaaramaarutaapooritodarah; 
Payasyagaadhe'fi sukhaatplavate padmapatravat. 


The inner part of the abdomen being completely filled 
with air, one can float like a lotus leaf on water. 
Yogi Swatmarama says (2:71 and 2:72): 


Praanaayaamastridhaa prokto rechapoorakakumbhakath; 
Sahitah kevalashcheti kumbhako dvividho matah. 
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Yaavatkevalasiddhih syaatsahitam taavadabhyaset; 
Rechakam poorakam muktvaa sukham yadvaayudhaaranam. 


Pranayama is said to be of three types: exhalation, 
inhalation and retention. Retention is again of two types: 
connected (sahita) and unconnected (kevala). (2:71) 


Until kevala kumbhaka is perfected, sahita kumbhaka has 
to be practised. When (you are) freed of inhalation and 
exhalation, the breath (prana) is retained easily. (2:72) 


I 


co 


is said in (2:73 and 2:74): 


Praanaayaamo'yamityuktah sa vai kevalakumbhakam; 
Kumbhake kevale siddhe rechapoorakavarjite. 


Na tasya durlabham kinchittrishu lokeshu vidyate; 
Shaktah kevalakumbhena yatheshtam vaayudhaaranaat. 


Perfection of isolated retention is freedom from 
inhalation and exhalation. This pranayama spoken of 
is verily kevala kumbhaka. (2:73) 


Nothing in the three planes of existence is unobtainable 
for one who has mastery of kevala kumbhaka and can 
retain the breath as desired. (2:74) 


The three planes are the conscious, subconscious and 
unconscious: jagrat, swapna and sushupti. 
Sheetali pranayama is briefly described (3:57 and 3:58): 


Jthvayaa vaayumaakrshya porvavathumbhasaadhanam; 
Shanakaighraarnarandhraabhyam rechayet pavanam sudhi. 


Gulmaplihaadikaan rogaan jvaram pittam kshudham 
trishnaam; 
Vishaani sheetali naama kumbhikeyam nihanti hi. 


Those who are wise should inhale through the mouth 
and then exhale slowly, through the nose. (3:57) 
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Sheetali pranayama alleviates diseases of the spleen and 
other large organs of the body, and helps to remove 
fever, hunger, thirst and bilious problems. Furthermore, 
it helps to eradicate all poisons from the body. (3:58) 


The number one practice in the awakening of kundalini 
is bhastrika. Bhastrika pranayama powerfully influences 
the nervous system and brain. By regular practice it can 
completely alter habitual neuronal firing patterns in the 
brain, particularly in the regions of the recticular activating 
system and hypothalamus. It thereby modifies the basic and 
deep-rooted emotional responses of the personality, of which 
fear of death is primal. This powerful effect is mentioned in 
(3:122): 


Kundaleem chaalayitvaa tu bhastraam kuryaardvisheshatah; 
Evamabhyasato nityam yamino yamabheeh kutah. 


Bhastrika pranayama with kumbhaka should specifically 
be practised to activate kundalini. From where will the 
fear of death arise for a self-restrained practitioner who 
practises daily with regularity? 


However, the process of emergence of a yogic personality 
is an evolutionary transformation which is gradual and 
painstaking. It is said that a yogi transcends the fear of death 
altogether, and it becomes a challenge for death to overtake 
him. 

It is said (3:127): 


Maarutasya vidhim sarvam manoyuktam samabhyaset; 
Itaratra na kartavyaa manovrittirmaneeshinaa. 


All the pranayama methods are to be done with a 
concentrated mind. The wise man should not let his 
mind be involved in the modifications (vrittis). 


Single-minded concentration is essential in all the practices, 
whether pranayama, asana or mudra. It is the essence of 
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perfection in every form of yoga. In every situation, not only 
while practising pranayama, one must pay attention and 
become aware of the experiences, actions and thoughts in 
that moment. 

It is said (4:51 and 4:52): 


Baahyavaayuryathaa leenastatha madhyo na samshayah; 
Svasthaane sthirataameti pavano manasaa saha. 


Evamabhyasamaanasya vaayumaarge divaanisham; 
Abhyaasaapeeryate vaayurmanastatrawwa leeyate. 


When the external breath is suspended, likewise the 
middle one (i.e. shakti in sushumna is suspended). 
Without a doubt, prana and mind become still in their 
own place (i.e. brahmarandhra). (4:51) 


Verily, practising with the breath (prana) day and night 
through the course of prana (sushumna), prana and 
mind become absorbed there. (4:52) 


Kevala kumbhaka is the spontaneous cessation of breath that 
occurs with the state of samadhi, attained through pranayama 
and the meditation methods of raja yoga. If kevala kumbhaka 
arises, then samadhi must also simultaneously occur. One 
goes with the other. 

Four stages of progressive experience of nada yoga are 
outlined (4:69): 


Aarambhashcha ghatashchawa tathaa parichayo'pi cha; 


Nishpattth sarvayogeshu syaadavasthaachatushtayam. 


In all the yogic practices there are four stages; arambha, 
beginning; ghata, vessel; parichaya, increase; nishpatti, 
consummation. 


The fourth stage verges on samadhi. These four stages are 


known as bhava, spontaneous unfoldment. Each stage is more 
subtle and refined than the preceding one. 
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Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras 

In raja yoga the definition of pranayama is explicit and clear: 
inhalation and exhalation is not pranayama. It says in Sage 
Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras that the gap between inhalation and 
exhalation is pranayama (Sutra 2:49): 


Tasminsati shvaasaprashvaasayor gativichchhedaha 
praanaayaamaha. 


The asana having been done, pranayamais the cessation 
of the movement of inhalation and exhalation. 


This means that kumbhaka or retention is pranayama. It must 
be remembered, however, that inhalation and exhalation are 
a part of retention, because in order to retain the breath, it 
has to be inhaled and it has to be exhaled. 

Three kinds of pranayama are described in (Sutra 2:50): 


Bahyabhyantarastambhavrttidesakalasankhyabhih 
Paridrsto dirghasuksmah 


Pranayama is external, internal or suppressed, regulated 
by place, time and number and becomes prolonged 
and subtle. 


Pranayama has three stages called pooraka, kumbhaka and 
rechaka. Practice depends on the place of practice, whether 
it is a tropical or a temperate climate. It is also dependent 
on the local diet. A detailed description of the rules is given 
in the hatha yoga books. 

Time means the relative duration of pooraka, rechaka 
and kumbhaka. It also means the time of the year or the 
season. Thus, if you practise twenty rounds during winter, you 
should practise ten rounds during summer. Samkhya means 
the number of rounds. This is determined by the number 
of matras or units of time. Thus, pranayama is regulated by 
desha, kala and samkhya. 
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The fourth kind of pranayama is (Sutra 2:51): 


Bahyabhyantaravisayaksepi chaturthah 


The fourth pranayama is that which transcends the 
internal and external object. 


In this fourth type of pranayama, you do not have to do 
either antaranga or bahiranga kumbhaka. This is exactly 
like the description in the Bhagavad Gita where it is said 
that apana should be joined with prana and prana joined 
with apana. Thereby, the student stops the incoming and 
outgoing sensation by joining the ingoing breath with the 
outgoing breath. The ingoing breath should be joined with 
the outgoing breath itself. At the same time, you should 
do kumbhaka. The sensations should not be allowed to 
penetrate. The outer experiences of objects should be left 
outside and the inner samskaras or experiences should be 
left inside. The outer manifestation should not be let inside 
and the inner samskaras should not be allowed to manifest 
outside. That is the fourth pranayama. You can do it by 
breathing in in ujjayi, breathing out in ujjayi, and trying 
to concentrate your mind on a particular psychic passage, 
without controlling or stopping the breath in the form of 
antaranga or bahiranga kumbhaka. Gradually you should be 
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able to extinguish the experiences, block the path of sense 
experiences. That is the fourth kind of pranayama. In fact, 
it is ajapa japa. 

Removal of the veil is the aim (Sutra 2:52): 


Tatah ksiyate prakasavaranam 


Thereby the covering of light disappears. 


By the practice of pranayama, the psychic centres are 
activated and as a result, the covering of knowledge is 
removed. Prakasha here means the psychic centres. The 
psychic centres are usually covered or veiled due to sense 
experiences. The luminosity of these subtler vehicles is 
limited or covered by the physical matter of the brain. That 
covering is removed by pranayama. This kind of removal 
of the covering of physical matter over the psychic faculty 
is called the removal of the covering of light. It means that 
when you have practised pranayama, something happens in 
you by which the psychic powers are released from the veil 
or control or obstruction of the physical mechanisms of the 
brain. 

Energy is released even when you switch on the light or 
the fan. Pranayama creates a similar condition in the brain 
by which the inherent psychic faculties are released. 

The mind becomes fit for dharana (Sutra 2:53): 


Dharanasu cha yogyata manasah 


And fitness of the mind for concentration (develops 
through pranayama). 


According to the yogic texts the purpose of pranayama is to 
handle the mind. The scriptures on yoga make it clear — mind 
and prana are interacting. When the mind is restless it affects 
the prana; when the mind is peaceful, calm and tranquil, 
there is automatic equipoise in the prana. The reverse is 
also true. When the pranas are agitated the mind is agitated. 
When the pranas are controlled, the mind is controlled. 
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Levitation (Sutra 3:40): 
Udanajayajjalapankakantakadisvasanga utkrantischa 


By mastery of udana there is non-contact with water, 
mud, thorns, etc., and the body levitates. 


The centre of udana is in the throat, but moves upwards 
in the region of the head. At the time of death this prana, 
udana, makes the subtle body free from the physical body. 
The method of mastery over udana is not given in the 
scriptures. It is not known whether it is a kind of pranayama 
or samyama, or a nadi, etc., but it is true this udana has its 
specialized function and if that is mastered, then you can 
work against the gravitational pull of the earth. Levitation is 
a well-known phenomenon. It is done through the practice 
of pranayama; therefore, it may be said that mastery over 
udana can be had by practising pranayama. 
Aura (Sutra 3:41): 


Samanajayajyvalanam 


By mastery of the samana vayu the body blazes. 


The samana vayu produces the digestive fluid and is related 
to the fire which digests food in the stomach. Its range of 
operation is from the heart to the navel. When the samana 
vayu is mastered by developing the fire principle, the body 
develops an aura around itself. This is also possible through 
pranayama, by brahmacharya and by other purificatory 
practices. 


Hatharatnavali 

The eight purificatory processes are (1:25): 
Atra vayam gurusampradaayaanusaarena 
naulyaadyashtakarmaani broomah. 


Chakrirnaulirdhautt rneti rvasti rgajakarinee. 
Trotanam mastakabhaatith karmaanyashtau prachakshate. 
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Now I will speak on the eight karmas according to 
the guru tradition: chakri, nauli, dhauti, neti, basti, 
gajakarani, trataka and mastakabhati (kapalbhati); these 
are said to be eight purificatory processes. 


The heating effect of pranayama is described in (3:89): 


Kaneeyasee bhavetsvedah kampo bhavati madhyama; 
Uttishtheduttame praanarodhe padmaasanam muhuh. 


Pranayama of a basic level generates sweat, that of 
an intermediate level, throbbing. And by pranayama 
practised in all its intensity, prana raises up (to 
sushumna). One should perform it in padmasana. 


A warning is given (3:92): 


Praanaayaamena yuktena sarvarogakshayo bhavet; 
Ayuktaabhyaasayogena sarvarogasamudbhavah. 


By proper practice of pranayama, all diseases are 
annihilated. Improper practice of pranayama, on the 
other hand, gives rise to all sorts of diseases. 


Gheranda Samhita 

Sheetali pranayama 

A description of the method of sheetali pranayama is given 
which clearly indicates that one should breathe in through 
the tongue. The benefits are also described (5:74 and 75): 


Jthvayaa vaayumaakrishya chodare poorayechchhanath; 
Kshanam cha kumbhakam kritvaa naasaabhyaam 
rechayetpunah. 


Sarvadaa saadhayedyogee sheetaleekumbhakam shubham; 
Ajeernam kaphapittam cha naiva tasya prajaayate. 


Fill the abdomen by sucking air through the tongue. 
Retain the air for a shortwhile with the help ofkumbhaka 
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and expel it through both nostrils. This beneficial sheetali 
pranayama should always be practised. By practising 
it, digestive disorders and kapha-pitta disorders do not 
manifest. (5:74 and 75) 


Sagarbha nadi shodhana pranayama 
When pranayama is performed without repetition of mantra 
it is known as nirgarbha. When mantra is repeated with 
inhalation, exhalation and retention, it is known as sagarbha. 
The method of is given (5:38-42): 


Vaayubeejam tato dhyaatvaa dhoomravarnam satejasam. 


Chandrenapooryedvaayum beejam shodashakath sudheeh; 
Chatuhshashtyaa maatrayaa cha kumbhakenawwa dhaarayet; 
Dvaatrimshanmaatrayaa vaayum sooryanaadyaa cha rechayet. 


Naabhimoolaadvahnimutthaapya dhaayettejovaneeyutam; 
Vahnibeejashodasena sooryanaadyaa cha poorayet. 


Chatuhshashtyaa cha maatrayaa kumbhakenawwa dhaarayet; 
Dvaatrishanmaatrayaa vaayum shashinaadyaa cha rechayet. 


Keeping in mind the vayu bija mantra Yam, inhale 
through the left nostril (chandra marga), repeating 
the bija mantra sixteen times. In the meditative state 
one should consider this vayu bija to be the colour of 
bright smoke. Thus after inhalation through the left 
nostril, one should perform kumbhaka (holding the 
breath), repeating the mantra sixty-four times, and 
then repeating it thirty-two times perform exhalation 
through the right nostril. (5:38 and 39) 


Raise the fire element (agni tattwa) from the navel centre 
and meditate on its light associated with earth. Keeping 
in mind the Ram bya and repeating this mantra sixteen 
times one should inhale through the right nostril (surya 
nadi), perform kumbhaka while repeating it up to sixty- 
four times and then exhale through the left nostril, 
repeating the mantra thirty-two times. (5:40 to 42) 
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This is the traditional method and there are variations (5:43 
and 44): 


Naasaagre shashadhrighimbam dhyaatvaa 
Jyotsnaasamanvitam; 
Tham beeja shodashenaiva idayaa poorayenmarut. 


Chatuhshashtyaa maatrayaa cha vam beejenaiva dhaarayet; 
Amritam plaavitam dhyaatvaa naadeedhautim vibhaavayet; 
Dvaatrimshena lakaarena dridham bhaavyam virechayet. 


Focus the mind on the image of the moon at the nose 
tip and repeat the bya mantra Tham sixteen times while 
inhaling through the left nostril. (5:43) 


One should retain the breath in sushumna, repeating 
the bija mantra Vam 64 times. One should fix the mind 
on the flow of nectar from the moon at the tip of the 
nose and clean all the nadis with it. Then one should 
exhale through the right nostril by repeating the Lam 
bija mantra thirty-two times. (5:44) 


This is a ratio of 1:4:2. However, such high proportions are 
unnecessary for general use. The ratio should be adjusted to 
individual capacity. 


Surya bheda pranayama 


It is also described, although the technique is slightly 
different: 


Kathitam sahitam kumbham sooryabhedanakam shrinu; 
Poorayet sooryanaadyaa cha yathaashakti bahirmarut. (58) 
Dhaarayedbahuyatnena kumbhakena jalandharath; 
Yaavatsvedam nakhakeshaabhyaam taavathurvantu 
kumbhakam. (59) 

Praano’paanah samaanashchodaanavyaanau tathawa cha; 
Naagah koormashcha krikaro devadatto dhananjayah. (60) 
Hridi praano vahennityamapaano gudamandale; 
Samaano naabhideshe tu udaanah kanthamadhyagah. (61) 
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Vyaano vyaapya shareere tu pradhaanaah pancha vaayavah; 
Praanaadyaah pancha vikhyaataa naagaadyaah 
panchavaayavah. (62) 

Teshaamapi cha panchaanaam sthaanaana cha vadaamyaham; 
Udgaare naaga aakhyaatah koormastoonmeelane smritah. (63) 
Krikarah kshutkrite jneyo devadatto vijrimbhane; 

Na jahaati mrite kvaapi sarvavyaapee dhananjayah. (64) 
Naago grihnaati chaitanyam koormashchawwa nimeshanam; 
Kshuttrisham krikarashchawva chaturthena tu jrimbhanam. (65) 
Bhaveddhananjayaachchhabdam kshanamaatram na 
nihsaret. (66) 

Sarve tu sooryasambhinnaa naabhimoolaatsamuddharet; 
Idayaa rechayetpashchaaddhairyenaakhandavegatah. (67) 
Punah sooryena chaakrishya kumbhayitvaa yathaavidhi; 
Rechayitvaa saadhayettu kramena cha punah punah. (68) 
Kumbhakah sooryabhedastu jaraamrityuvinaashakah; 
Bodhayethundaleem shaktim dehaanalavwardhanam; 

Iti te kathitam chandam sooryabhedanamuttamam. (69) 


Sahita kumbhaka has been described, now listen to 
surya bheda. First, breathe in deeply through surya nadi 
according to capacity, retain the breath with jalandhara 
bandha until the whole body, from the nails to the hair 
on the head, begins to sweat. 

Prana, apana, samana, vyana, udana, naga, koorma, 
krikara, devadatta and dhananjaya are the ten prana 
vayus. Prana is in the heart, apana is in the anus, samana 
is in the navel, udana is in the throat, and vyana is in 
the whole entire body; these are the five main pranas. 
Naga, etc., are the five sub-prana vayus. Naga (manifests) 
in belching, koorma in opening of the eyes, krikara in 
hunger, devadatta in yawning, and the one which does 
not leave the body even on death is called dhananjaya. 
From naga comes consciousness, from koorma comes 
blinking, from krikara comes thirst and hunger, from 
devadatta comes yawning and from dhananjaya, which 
never leaves, comes the voice. 
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At the time of practice, separating these prana vayus, 
raise samana vayu, which comes from the root of the 
navel, with the help of the surya nadi and then slowly 
exhale through the left nostril. Again inhale through the 
right nostril, hold the breath as per the technique and 
exhale through the left nostril. This process should be 
repeated time and again. Thisvery process is called surya 
bheda. This pranayama, surya bheda, is the destroyer 
of old age and death. It awakens kundalini and the fire 
inside the body is activated. O Chanda, I have narrated 
to you the best pranayama known as surya bheda. 


Bhastrika pranayama 
It is described (5:76-78): 


Bhastrikaa lohakaaraanaam yathaakramena sambhramet; 
Tathaa vaayum cha naasaabhyaamubhaabhyaam 
chaalayechchhanath. 


Evam vinshativaaram cha kritvaa kuryaachcha kumbhakam; 
Tadante chaalayedvaayum poorvoktam cha yathaavidhi. 


Trwaaram saadhayedenam bhastrikaakumbhakam sudheeh; 
Na cha rogo na cha klesha aarogyam cha dine. 


Breathe in and out forcefully through both nostrils, 
filling and emptying the abdomen like the bellows of 
a blacksmith. (5:76) 


Repeat this 20 times then hold the breath. The learned 
ones have named it bhastrika kumbhaka. It should be 
repeated thus thrice. By practising it, no disease or 
disorder takes place and a disease-free state is increased 
day by day. (5:77 and 78) 


Shiva Sutras 


According to the Shiva Sutras, in the practices of prana yoga, 
which include pranayama, prana vidya, concentration on 
prana and pranic centres, purification of nadis and chakras, 
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there are five distinct indications which characterize the 
awakening of prana. These are: ananda, the experience of 
bliss and delight, udbhava, levitation, kampan, tremoring, yoga 
nidra, sleep with awareness, and ghurni, reeling with bliss. 


Shiva Samhita 
In the Shiva Samhita (3:26) it says: 


Ittham maasatrayam kuryaadanaalasyo dine; 
Tato naadeevishuddhth syaadavilambena nishchitam. 


When this (nadi shodhana to twenty counts four times 
a day) has been practised daily for three months with 
regularity, the nadis of the body will surely be purified 
without delay. 


Of course, other conditions have to be met for this to take 
place. One would need to practise regularly for extended 
periods, devoting many hours to the practice of pranayama 
only, in order to beneficially practise the higher ratios. 

Perhaps if the final stage of nadi shodhana with the ratio 
20:80:40:60 were practised, the nadis would be purified 
within three months. For most people, however, it takes 
longer. Also, if the practitioner reverts to an indulgent 
lifestyle, the nadis will again become impure. Certain 
disciplines have to be maintained until the kundalini is 
awakened, otherwise old conditions will recur. 

Kaki mudra is described (3:70, 3:74 and 3:75): 


Kaakachanchvaa pibedvaayum sheetalam yo vichakshanah; 
Praanaapaanavidhaanajnah sa bhavenmuktibhaajanah. 


When the skillful yogi, knowing the laws of the action 
of prana and apana, can drink the cold air through the 
contraction of the mouth in the form of a crow’s bill, 
then he becomes entitled to liberation. (3:70) 


Kaakachanchvaa pibedvaayum sandhyayorubhayorapr; 
Kundalinyaa mukhe dhyaatvaa kshayarogasya shaantaye. 
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Aharnisham pibedyogee kaakanchachvaa vichakshanah; 
Pibetpraanaanilam tasya rogaanaam sankshayo bhavet; 
Doorashrutirdooradrishtistathaa syaaddarshanam khalu. 


When he drinks the air through the crow bill, both in 
the morning and in the evening twilight, contemplating 
that it goes to the mouth of the kundalini, consumption 
of the lungs is cured. (3:74) 


When the wise yogi drinks the fluid day and night 
through the crow beak, his diseases are destroyed: 
he acquires certainly the powers of clairaudience and 
clairvoyance. (3:75) 


Vijnana Bhairava Tantra 


Vijnana Bhairava Tantra (verses 25 to 27) speaks in detail of 
the importance of kumbhaka: 


Maruto'ntar bahir vaapi viyadyugmaanivartanaat; 
Bhairavyaa bhairavasyettham bhairavi vyajyate vapuh. 


Na vrajen na vishechchhaktir marudroopaa vikaasite; 
Nirvikalpatayaa madhye tayaa bhaivavaroopataa. 


Kumbhitaa rechitaa vaapi pooritaa yaa yadaa bhavet; 
Tadante shaantanaamaasau shaktyaa shaantah prakaashate. 


When the ingoing pranic air and outgoing pranic air 
are both restrained in their space from their (respective 
points of) return, the essence of bhairava, which is not 
different from bhairavi, manifests. (v. 25) 


When shakti in the form of vayu or pranic air is still 
and does not move swiftly in a specific direction, there 
develops in the middle, through the state of nirvikalpa, 
the form of Bhairava. (v. 26) 


When kumbhaka takes place after pooraka or rechaka, 
then the shakti known as shanta is experienced and 
through that peace (the bhairava consciousness) is 
revealed. (v. 27) 
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Yoga Chudamani Upanishad 
It is written (v. 89): 


Chale vaate chalo binduh nishchale bhavet; 
Yogee sthaanuttvamaapnoti tato vayum nirundhayet. 


When the prana moves, the bindu also moves. When 
the prana remains steady, then the bindu is also steady. 
Thus the yogi becomes steadfast and firm. Therefore, 
the prana should be controlled. 


The importance of physical purity is indicated in all scripture 
(v. 94): 


Shuddhimet yadaa sarva naadeechakram malaakulam; 
Tadawva jaayate yogee praanasangrahanakshamah. 


When all the nadis and chakras become free from their 
accumulation of impurities, then only the yogi becomes 
capable of controlling the breath. 


Surya bheda is practised to exclude the right hemisphere of 
the brain, for the time being. The practitioner does not want 
any effect to take place in the right hemisphere of the brain. 
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Surya bheda pranayama is exclusively connected, related, and 
associated with the right nostril and the left hemisphere of 
the brain. It is referred to in verse 97: 


Sphuratprajvala sajjvaalaa poojuam aadityamandalam; 
Dhyaatvaa hridi shitam yogee praanayaame sukhee bhavet. 


At the time of pranayama, the yogi should meditate 
in the heart on the prescribed zone of the sun, which 
is blazing brightly. Having established this state, he 
should be happy. 


Nadi shodhana is described in verse 98: 


Praanam chedidayaa pibenniyamitam bhooyoh anyathaa 
rechayet; 

Peetvaa pingalayaa sameeranamatho baddhvaa 
tyadjedvaamayaa; 

Sooryaachandramasoranena vidhinaa bindudvayam 
dhaayatah; 

Shuddha naadiganaa bhavanti yamino 
maasadvayaadoordhvatah. 


The breath should be drawn in through the left nostril, 
retained and taken out through the right. Again, the 
breath should be drawn in through the right and 
retained, then taken out through the left. By practising 
this method regularly, one gains control over both points 
of sun and moon, and the energy channels become 
purified within two months. 


The pranic effect of antar kumbhaka is described in verse 
100: 


Praano dehasthito yaavadapaanam tu nirundhayet; 
Ekahvaasamayee maatraa oordhvaadho gagane sthitih. 


As long as prana remains in the body, apana should 
be retained, so that the quantity drawn in one breath 
remains and moves up and down in hridayakasha. 
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Purification through nadi shodhana is described in verses 
101 and 102: 


Rechakah poorakashchaiva kumbhakah pranava aatmakah; 
Praanaayaamo bhavedevam maatraadvaadashasamyutah. 


Maatraadvaadashasamyuktau nishaakara divaakarau; 
Doshajaalam abadhnantau jnaatavyau yogibhih sadaa. 


The inhalation, retention and exhalation are the Pranava 
(mantra Om) itself. Pranayama should be practised like 
this for twelve rounds. Twelve rounds through the ida 
and pingala nadis unfastens the net of impurities. The 
yogis should know this always. 


Ratio in pranayama is described in verses 103 and 104: 


Poorakam dvaadasham kuryaat kumbhakam shodasham bhavet; 
Rechakam dasha chomaarah praanaayaamah sa uchyate. 
Adhame dvaadashaa maatraa madhyama dvigunaa mataa; 
Uttama triguna proktaa pranaayaamasya nirnayah. 


The inhalation should be practised to the count of twelve, 
retention to the count of sixteen and exhalation to the 
count often. This is called the Omkara pranayama. (103) 


About pranayama it has been said that the lowest level 
is twelve counts, the middle level is double that or 
twenty-four counts, and the highest level is triple or 
thirty-six counts. (104) 


This is the proof that one’s practice is working. The 
Upanishad describes the effects of different levels of 
kumbhaka in pranayama (v. 105): 


Adhame sedajananam kampo bhavati madhyama; 
Uttama sthaanamaapnoti tato vayum nirundhayet. 


The lowest level causes perspiration. The middle level 
results in trembling of the body. At the highest level 
stability is achieved. Therefore, the breath should be 
retained. 
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It is written (v. 108): 


Praanaayaamo bhavedevam paatakendhanapaavakaha; 
Bhavodadhimahaasetuh prochyate yogibhih sadaa. 


In this way, pranayama becomes fire for the fuel of sin, 
and has always been regarded by the yogis as a great 
bridge for crossing the ocean of the world. 


Pranayama is a practice for intensifying the meditative 
technique of nada yoga. It is said (v. 115): 


Gaganam pavane praapte dhvanirutpadyate mahaan; 
Ghantaa adeenaam pravaadyaanaam naadasiddhirudeeritaa. 


When the prana rises into the sky, inner sounds of musical 
instruments are produced, like the bell and so on, and 
the perfection of inner sound is achieved. 


Pranayama makes one more sensitive to the inner environ- 
ment. In this way one is more able to perceive the subtle 
nada. For this reason, one should aim to practise nada yoga 
immediately after pranayama practice. 


Yoga Taravali 

There are innumerable varieties of kumbhakas described 
in the hatha yoga tradition, but none can equal the kevala 
kumbhaka, because in no other kumbhaka does the prana 
become steady. This is described by Adi Shankaracharya in 
Yoga Taravali (verses 8-10): 


Bandhatrayaabhyaasavipaaka jaataam 
Vivarjitaam rechaka poorakaabhyaam. 
Visheshayantee vishayapravaaham 
Vidyaam bhaje kevalakumbharoopam. 


Anaahate chetasi saavadhaanath 
Abhyaasashoorairanubhooyamaanaa. 
Samstambhita shvaasamanah prachaaraa 
Saa jrimbhate kevala kumbhakashveeh. 
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Sahasrashah santu hatheshu kumbhaah 
Sambhaavyate kevala kumbha eva. 
Kumbhottame yatra tu rechapoorau 
Praanasya na praakritavaikritaakhyau. 


Gradually, through the mastery of the three bandhas, 
exhalation and inhalation are suspended, and a 
detachment towards undesirable objects arises. I bow 
to this vidya, known as kevala kumbhaka. (8) 


When a person focuses his mind gradually on anahata, 
and practises (the three bandhas) with courage, then slowly 
he experiences the precious state of kevala kumbhaka. (9) 


The school of hatha yoga talks about thousands of kinds 
of pranayama. Among them, kevala kumbhaka is the 
most respected. In this state of kevala kumbhaka, there 
is no movement of breath outward or inward. (10) 


Yoga Vasishtha 

In the state of samadhi the prana ceases to flow in the 
body. Pranayama, therefore, tries to bring about samadhi 
by directly controlling and eventually stopping the flow of 
prana. This leads directly to samadhi. In the monumental 
yogic scripture called the Yoga Vasishtha it says: 


Through these practices (pranayama and meditative 
practices), the prana can be controlled. In this manner 
one is freed from sorrow, filled with divine ecstasy and 
becomes enraptured with the supreme experience. If 
the prana is controlled, the mind will also become very 
calm. There is an intimate connection between the mind 
and prana. If the mind is rendered perfectly quiet, then 
only Brahman (the Supreme) remains. 


Traditional aspects 


In the ancient scripture called the Satapatha Brahmana it 1s 
written: “Prana is the body of the Self (supreme conscious- 
ness).” In other words, prana is the vehicle or the medium 
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of consciousness. In this sense prana can be equated with the 
Hindu concept of prakriti, meaning the manifest constituents 
of the universe in the form of matter and energy. From 
modern science we know that matter is really no more than 
an expression of energy. As such we can say that prana means 
energy. This prana or energy, whether it is the mind, body, 
matter or any form of energy, acts as the medium for carrying 
consciousness. Without prana, consciousness would be totally 
unable to express itself in the phenomenal world to manifest 
myriads of life forms in the universe. Prana is the active 
aspect of existence and consciousness is the all-pervading, 
inactive and witnessing principle. For life to exist both must 
be present. 

In other scriptural texts of India there are various other 
definitions, but all of them point to basically the same 
concept. In the Chhandogya Upanishad prana is said to be the 
internal matrix, and vayu (loosely defined as air but actually 
also meaning life force, energy, wind), the external matrix of 
energy. In this context we see this as merely a division of the 
same energy, the prana here being designated as that energy 
which lies within the body and makes up the mind-body 
complex at its various levels of subtlety. It is this aspect with 
which we are interested during the practice of pranayama. 

In tantric and various other scriptures, energy or prana 
is symbolized by the all-powerful divine mother Shakti 
or Kali and various other goddesses. It is regarded as the 
feminine aspect of existence, the fertile ground on which 
consciousness (represented by various gods, notably Shiva) 
can take root, grow and manifest in the universe. Shakti or 
prana is the womb of existence. The main theme of tantra is 
the unification of Shiva and Shakti so that consciousness can 
express itself perfectly through the medium of energy, prana. 
Shiva is the sight and Shakti is the eye; Shiva is the hearing 
and Shakti is the ears. Prana and its control is integral in all 
these systems, but it is known by different names. 
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10 


Conclusion 


E ancient days many saints practised austerities, penances, 
and lived a perfectly healthy life. Disease, bacteria and 
viruses did not affect them. Yogis and swamis living in the 
Himalayas eat little, do not get nutrition or vitamins and live 
almost naked, yet they are healthy. They do not suffer from 
malnutrition. For days together they do not drink water, but 
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they do not suffer from dehydration. They expose themselves 
to the chill and winds of the Himalayas, but do not catch cold 
or sinusitis. Why? That was the question. In the Soviet Union 
a lot of research was conducted on the effects of pranayama 
on resistance and immunity, not only from external factors 
or internal factors, but also from the influence of planets on 
one’s body. 

They found that the practice of yoga in general, and the 
practice of pranayama in particular, improves the body’s 
immune system. The practice of pranayama definitely 
improves not only immunity, but all the systems that defend 
the body from extraneous factors. 

Medicine is a science, but nevertheless the limitations of 
any science have to be pointed out. For example, diabetes is 
not a disease of the digestive system. It is a disease which has 
to do with the nervous system. It is not purely a disease of 
the pancreatic gland. Glands work on the sympathetic and 
parasympathetic monitorings. If these nervous systems are 
blocked, paralyzed, become weak and do not function on 
account of many factors, these glands which should receive 
monitoring from the nervous systems do not receive it at all, 
and consequently the disease related to that particular gland 
occurs. If the health of the sympathetic and parasympathetic 
nervous systems can be corrected, not only can the pancreatic 
glands be rejuvenated, but even the adrenal and thyroid 
glands. Consequently, diseases can also be cured. 

How is this done? How can they be strengthened? How 
is the health of the nervous system repaired? Pranayama is 
practised in order to strengthen the nervous system. The 
practices of pranayama are primarily intended, not for 
inhaling more oxygen, but to awaken the full potential of the 
brain. Pranayama influences and controls the imbalances of 
the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system. 

Because of faulty lifestyle, on account of mistakes in 
thinking, many times this force of prana loses its highest 
frequency. This vital force, this life force penetrates the 
whole body but if there is a block in its flow, then physical 
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disease originates. Through the practice of yoga postures 
and through breathing techniques you can increase the 
frequency of life force in the body. This is the reason why 
today, throughout the world, yoga postures and breathing 
techniques are used for curing many chronic and previously 
incurable diseases. The investigators are coming to the 
conclusion that most of the psychosomatic diseases can be 
effectively controlled by yoga postures and pranayama. 

Hundreds of scientists are now working on this project. In 
America, in Europe, in India, in Japan and in Australia they 
are trying to study the effects of yoga postures on the human 
body and the effects of pranayama on the human mind. 
Before the scientific investigations, people thought they were 
Just exercises and therefore thought it mattered little if you 
did yoga or you did jogging or other physical exercises — it 
was all the same. Now scientists say something else: that in all 
other practices you use maximum energy, Maximum oxygen, 
you exert maximum pressure on your cardiovascular system, 
but in yoga you use minimum energy, minimum oxygen and 
there is the least strain and stress on the coronary system. 

There comes a time in life when you become aware, when 
you begin to realize that the body is not final. Through the 
practice of pranayama, the involuntary processes of body, 
brain and mind can be mastered. The mind controls the 
body; the spirit, the atma, or self, controls the mind and body. 
When one becomes the master of the mind, one becomes 
the master of the body, but as long as one is a slave to the 
mind, the body will be full of disease. Once a person becomes 
master of the self, then that person is master of the mind 
and the body. Control over these processes enables you to 
direct the major course and destiny of your life, and also of 
your death. When you change the structure of the physical 
material, the mental substance automatically undergoes a 
change. Mind is a further manifestation of the body, and 
when you influence the mind you also influence the spirit. 
So, body, mind and spirit are not the trinity — they are the 
unity, one. 
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Inner peace 

Peace of mind is important for us because prosperity, 
property, friendship, money, children, job, success can give 
us everything except inner peace. This inner peace cannot 
be bought in any of the supermarkets because inner peace 
cannot be had from outside. Inner peace is an expression of 
what is already in you — your inner being, your centre, your 
nucleus, your point. 

There is a reservoir of peace within us. It is not an idea 
or a philosophy. There is some place, some point, some 
spot in us where there is a reservoir and we should be able 
to tap that reservoir. But how to tap it? Because we are 
not able to go there, we are not able to lay our hands on 
it. However, it is possible to tap that reservoir. During the 
practice of pranayama, the two portions of the autonomous 
nervous system, that is the sympathetic and parasympathetic 
nervous system, are harmonized. When sympathetic and 
parasympathetic nervous systems are in balance, you have a 
clear mind, good memory, good control over yourself. You 
have positive thinking and not only that, you have creative 
thinking, excellent thinking and peaceful thinking, which is 
more important — peace of mind. 

Sadhana is necessary for the human body, mind and emo- 
tions. Asana, pranayama and meditation are necessary for a 
balanced life. An aspirant of pranayama need not worry about 
the mind, the mind does not exist for him. For the aspirant of 
pranayama, the wild mind, this dirty and foul mind does not 
exist, because as the practice of pranayama goes on, the pranic 
force keeps pushing into the dark areas of consciousness and 
life, and as this happens, the mind is evaporating. The indi- 
vidual mind is a concept; there is no individual mind. There 
is no thought process. Thoughts are impressions. Reading 
something creates an impression. One becomes aware of 
impressions stage by stage, and so it seems that they are mov- 
ing. But thoughts don’t move — they don’t travel into the past, 
present and future, they are just there, that’s all. Sit down 
quietly, breathe in and hold the breath for one minute or half 
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a minute. If you transcend the human plane of consciousness 
during pranayama you go straight to heaven! 

When you assert that you are the blissful soul, equipoised 
in every condition of life, you must live up to your claims. You 
must realize it. You must experience it. So begin to practise 
any mantras of your choice without inhibition. It may be Om, 
Rama or Gayatri. Combine your mantra with pranayama and 
bandhas to accelerate the effect. Learn the three stages of 
pranayama: pooraka, inhalation, kumbhaka, retention, and 
rechaka, exhalation. Practise in a comfortable sitting asana. 
Practise bandhas at the time of breath retention. Adjust the 
mantra with inhalation and exhalation in the ratio of 1:2. 
If you inhale for one unit of Gayatri, then you must exhale 
for two units. Five rounds of this pranayama coupled with 
bandhas and mantra will give sufficient experience of dhyana. 
These fifteen to twenty minutes every day will go a long way 
to bringing inner peace and unity into your personality. 


Psychic awareness 
Yoga is really a way to achieve independence by evolving your 
higher personality, which makes the body its medium. The 
body becomes a channel through which the supreme power 
flows. Which are the various yogic methods which can bring 
this inner freedom about? One of these is pranayama. It has 
been known in the West for quite some time, but only treated 
as part of hatha yoga, as breathing exercises to put more 
oxygen into the physical body and to strengthen the lungs. 
Now, scientific experiments have proved that pranayama 
activates certain brain cells. These dormant cells in the brain, 
these centres of higher power can be ignited, stimulated and 
can be made to function through pranayama. Asanas and 
pranayama should not be practised for health benefits alone, 
as in the past when they were done with an eye to slimming 
the waist, for weight reduction, to help a sinus condition, an 
ulcer or perhaps asthma. 

Now we know from scientific investigation that the 
lotus pose, headstand, shoulder stand and other asanas are 
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exercises for the development of psychic awareness. These 
investigations have shown that the postures affect the brain 
and the central nervous system. So pranayama, as well as 
being a breathing exercise beneficial to the heart, lungs, 
kidneys and other body organs, simultaneously affects psychic 
awareness in man to such a degree that a latent part of the 
brain begins to function, and millions and millions of psychic 
brain cells are activated. In this way asanas and pranayama 
hasten the evolution of grey matter. 


As a means to liberation 

The cause of humanity’s sufferings is tension, and everyone is 
suffering either consciously or unconsciously. This suffering 
can come to an end but only when one is free from tensions. 
The way to make oneself free from tensions is through 
yoga. On the physical level, we are subjected to a polluted 
and inharmonious environment in which the laws of nature 
are not respected. Our body takes in many toxins from 
the atmosphere and the food we eat, and we must have a 
process for purging these accumulated impurities. Through 
asana and pranayama, sound health is maintained; through 
selfless service, the vasanas, deep-rooted impressions, 
are exhausted; through devotion and self-surrender, the 
emotions are stabilized; through mental control, mental 
efficiency is increased; through self-analysis and enquiry, the 
discriminative faculty is sharpened; and through meditation, 
consciousness 1s expanded. 

Thus all the layers of the personality are properly 
developed and one develops an integrated personality. This 
is the main task of yoga. Yoga is the only science which has 
provided the means. Therefore, all people who want to live 
life in yoga, should do so with great care so that they don’t 
make yoga another religion, because the very object of yoga is 
to liberate the person from his limitations. If you misinterpret 
the yogic way of living, you are jumping from one limitation 
into other, and any limitation, whether it is a yogic limitation 
or a religious limitation, will not help you to liberate. 
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Evolution of consciousness 

Humanity has evolved from instinct to intellect, and now 
from intellect mankind is going to evolve further. With 
the awakening of kundalini, another evolutionary cycle is 
stepped into. This is the inevitable destiny of man. It cannot 
be escaped. It has to be. The mind which exists today, and 
the consciousness which will exist in 5,000 years, cannot be 
the same. A different type of consciousness, a different kind 
of thinking, will come to humanity. When pranayama is 
practised, awakening takes place. And with that awakening 
transformation in the quality of the mind and transformation 
in the quality of personality takes place. 

We have spent a long time discussing scientific discoveries 
and investigations into the pranic body. We have done this so 
that the reader can realize that prana is not just an imaginary 
concept. It is verifiable and has been confirmed by modern 
science. Yoga utilizes this pranic body and the flow of prana 
to bring about changes in the sensitivity of the practitioner 
and to influence the mind. This is done through the various 
practices of pranayama. 

Pranayama practices establish a healthy body by removing 
blockages in the pranamaya kosha, enabling increased 
absorption and retention of prana. The spiritual seeker 
requires tranquillity of mind as an essential prelude to 
spiritual practice. Once the mind has been stilled and prana 
flows freely in the nadis and chakras, the doorway to the 
evolution of consciousness opens, leading the aspirant into 
higher dimensions of spiritual experience. 

In The Science of Pranayama, Swami Sivananda writes, 
“There is an intimate connection between the breath, nerve 
currents and control of the inner prana or vital forces. Prana 
becomes visible on the physical plane as motion and action, 
and on the mental plane as thought. Pranayama is the means 
by which a yogi tries to realize within his individual body the 
whole cosmic nature, and attempts to attain perfection by 
attaining all the powers of the universe.” 
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Satyam Speaks Series presents compilations of Sri Swami 
Satyananda’s teachings on yoga. Each book explores a 
specific topic, concept or practice. The aim is to provide 
an easy way to understand and incorporate various 
components of the immense science of yoga vidya into 
one’s daily life. Satyam Speaks Series is a tribute to Sri Swami 
Satyananda, his teaching and to yoga vidya. Satyam Speaks 
Series is an invitation to all sincere seekers to live yoga and 
thereby make the world a better place. 


Pranayama leads to the attainment of lightness, purification 
of the nadis or energy pathways, to balance and expansion 
of prana, the vital energy. This volume establishes that the 
practices of pranayama are not breathing exercises but the 
most direct method to adjust the energy flows within the 
human body. 


Note: This series is for knowledge only. The practices must 
be learnt from an accomplished yoga master. 
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